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WHY THE NERVOUS SYSTEM?

I know of investigators experienced in this art of diversion which is a return of
ethical pleasure and of invention within the scientific institution. Redizing no
profit (profit is work done for the factory), and often a a loss, they take something
of the order of knowledge in order to inscribe "artistic achievements' on it and
to carve on it the graffiti of their debts of honor. To ded with everyday tactics
in this way would be to practice an "ordinary" art, to find oneself in the common
situation and to make a kind of appropriation of writing itsdlf.

—Michel de Certeau, The Practice of Everyday Life

| am working on the Nervous System, and it's turning out to be hard
labor indeed. Sometimes | suspect it's working even harder on me than |
amonit. This puts Hermeneutics and Reflexivity in anew light, since they're
now exposed as a property of the NS itsalf and not of the individual subject—
that curious entity from which many of us have grown to latterly distance
ourselves. Thank God it's only a fiction. Nervous System. That's dl it said,
scrawled across a shed | passed on the ferry, gliding over the green waters
of Sydney Harbor, whenever | went into the city, reading about the terror
of the early 20th-century rubber boom in the lower Putumayo River in
southwest Colombia. It was the early 1980s. The signs in the street were of
unemployment, purple hair, and postmod anarchy. Apocayptic omens. An
underground doing time. And over there and far away, Colombia was in a
state of Sege. Torture by the State was commonplace. Paramilitary squads
were on the make. Whenever | got up from my desk to cross the sunlit bay
away from my other world over there and back then in those Putumayan
forests, the Nervous Sysem stared a me in the fullness of its scrawled,
enigmatic, might. A portent? A voice from nowhere tugging at my distracted
attention. For | could not believe let done begin to explain the terrible
material | was reading about over there and back then, and much less could
| put words to it. Wrenched this way, then that, | believed it dl, | believed
nothing. On yes | admit to fdling foul of the whirlygigging of the Nervous
Sysem, first nervous, then a system; first system, then nervous—nerve




svous System

center and hierarchy of control, escdating to the topmost echelon, the very
nerve-center, we might say, as high as the soul is deep, of the individua .
The massive forebrain, protuberant and hanging over the landscape, like the
mushroom-shaped cloud of civilized consciousness; then the mid-brain and
stem with their more "primitive" (according to medica science) olfactory,
memory, and autonomic nervous System functions, intrindcaly central,
older, and sdf-locating, and then, dribbling down somewhat like a kid's
sandcastle, the spina column with its branches, synapses, and ganglia. It's a
complex picture. The tissue is irreplaceable. Its cdls are unregenerative.
Even while it ingpires confidence in the physicd centerfold of our worldly
existence—at least that such a centerfold truly exists—and as such bespeaks
control, hierarchy, andintelligence—it isalso { and thisisthe damnedest thing)
somewhat unsettling to be centered on something so fragile, so determinedly
other, so nervous. And whenever | try to resolve this nervousness through
a little ritual or a little science | redlize this can make the NS even more
nervous. Might not the whole point of the NS be it's dways being a jump
ahead, tempting us through its very nervousness towards the tranquil pastures
of itsfictive harmony, the glories of its system, thereby dl the more securely
energizing its nervousness?

"No passion so effectudly robs the mind of dl its powers of acting and
reasoning as fear," wrote Burke in 1757 in his essay on the sublime. "To
make any thing terrible," he noted, "obscurity seems in general to be neces-
sary." And as if this were not enough, he followed with the disarming
observation that in "reality agreat clearness helps but little towards affecting
the passions, as it is in some sort an enemy to dl enthusiasms whatsoever."*
But one thing was clear. What mattered for terror was how it was passed
from mouth to mouth across a nation, from page to page, from image to
body. There was truth enough. And here was | implicating mysdf into that
venJ/ chain. Thenit SNungOi nto view onceagain, NervouE Sg,/stem, now connect-

ing, Yed A System, dl right, switchboard of the commanding heights, delicate
in the power of its centrality. But there was no System. Just a Nervous
System, far more dangerous, illusions of order congealed by fear—an updated
verson of what the poet Brecht had written in the 1930s, obsessed with
ordered disorder, the exception and the rule. "Hard to e3<plain, evenifitis
the custom, Hard to understand, even if it is the rule":

Why the Nervous System?

Fear rules not only those who are ruled, but
The rulers too’

Hence the sardonic wisdom of the Nervous System's scrawling incom-
pleteness, its constant need for afix. Which is what, if only there were time,
gives me pause. How does one side-step the NSs sde stepping? How does
one intervene in the power of what Burke designated as its judicious
obscurity wherein, without warning, the referent bursts through into the
representation itsdf?

The fallowing NS impulses are attempts a just such intervening; essays
written for different audiences at different times from the late 1970s through

to 1990. They span two books, the first written in the mid-1970s concerning
the devil as a weay of figuring the world historical encounter between what
Marcel Mauss called the gift and what Karl Marx caled commodity fetishism,
the second written in the mid-1980s concerning terror and shamanism in
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the response to that world historical encounter.” Looking over these essays,
| am struck by their distaste for the straight line, testimony to the unsteadiness
characteristic of the Nervous System, which was surely ingrained in my
character-armor from atender age yet came only and fitfully to my awareness
through grinding on Marx's strange concept of commodity fetishism, as
filtered through the folklore of work and exchange in Colombian plantation
towns and, later on, through a specific form of shamanic headling and terror,
epecidly state and paramilitary terror.

In alangauge | find as tempting as it is undoubtedly precious, what | was
sensitized to, in those early days in Western Colombia from 1969 onward
amid the dirt-poor agribusiness dums and declining peasant plots, was a

certain poetics of the commodity; asin one of the never-to-be completed sections

of that name that Walter Benjamin proposed for his Passagenwerk study of
the commodity in the socid life of nineteenth-century Paris; as in so much
of the work of the avant-garde, so many unsettling renditions of the form
and alure of the object fatefully soaked in the spell of commodity-efflores-
cence, from the polyocularity of Cubist collage to Warhol's endless seridiza
tions, so much reified, commodity, soup. But what montage, what craziness
is this? From Benjamin's Paris to the plantation town of Puerto Tejada on
the garbage-infested banks of the Pdo River in tropical Colombial But then,
after dl, the plantation land invaded by malnourished squatters there in the
1980s wanting house sites adjacent to the town, was subsequently named
by them—"The Heights of Paris."

It was to the curious doubleness in Marx's figure of the commaodity that |
was drawn, that quirky flickering unity formed by thingification and spec-
trality, which Georg Lukacs referred to as the phantom obj ectivity of capitdist
culture, the sort of consciousness Marx highlighted in his notion that, thanks
to the market and the revolution abstracting labor into homogeneous |abor-
power, things acquired the properties of persons, and persons became thing-
like; hence the andogy he made with that curious notion drawn from Portu-
guese davers and Auguste Comte of the African fetish as part of his way of
dealing with the riddle of value.* The andogy at one points reads as follows:

In order, therefore, to find an andogy, we must have recourse to the mist-
enveloped regions of the rdigious world. In that world the productions
of the human brain gppear as independent baings endowed with life, and
entering into relation both with one ancther and the human race. So it

Why the Nervous System?

is in the world of commodities with the products of men's hands. This |
cdl the Fetishiam which ataches itdf to the products of labour, so soon
as they are produced as commodities, and which is therefore insspardble
from the production of commodities®

The matter of factness of production becomes anything but matter-of-
fact, and facticity itsdf is rendered marvelous, mist-enveloped regions of
frozen movement, projections at a standdtill, in which things that come from
the hands of man change place with persons, the inside changes place with
the outside as commodities erase the socid nexus imploded within and
become sdf-activating spirit, even Godlike, "things-in-themselves." Faced
with this restless metamorphosing, how could one not despair at the mechan-
icians attempting to feed the NSs desperate need for afix by straightening
out Marx's insight into the epistemic flip-flop back-tracking over the capital-
is moonscape of subject and object? Quite apart from the Herculean labors
of stout-hearted Ieft positivists hammering away, how could one not despair,
for instance, of Georg Lukacs Weberian-inspired iron cage-form of straight-
ening thisout; Lukacs emphasis on what he caled reijication, atype of death,
the thingifying quality of commodity-inspired culture manifested in such
disparate forms as bureaucratic planning and Warhol's dl, al-alike, endless
soup cans extending over the face of an ever more rationalized capitalist
universe—what hits you as you wriggle out of the congestion of the city to
leap westwards in the state-registered steel beast across the George Washing-
ton bridge onto Highway 101 starting with Exit 3 and numbered in order
al the way to the Padific coast where the pounding waves stop it short. A
Cold War fest.

But what seems truer to this picture of a one-dimensiona gridlocked
Amerika as death-mask, and certainly more provocative, is the flip-flop from
spirit to thing and back again—the decided undecidabiiity that could so
clearly, so migtily, be seen in Marx's statement regarding the fetish quality
of commaodities (let done in the decided undecidabiiity of the straighter than
straight city streets from which the steel beast sprang, and in the globule-
laden insdes of those Campbell soup cans). The death-mask was only one
side; the ascendant spirit it masked, the other. And where the action was,
where the NS was put into high gear, was in between, zig-zagging back and
forth in the death-space where phantom and object stared each other down.

Working out the gamut of possible reactions to this mobility of the NS
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meant, eventualy, breaking free of the rosary-bead clams of cause-and-
effect thinking in historical and socid andyss, developing an entirely other
mode not just of "thinking" but of working, applied thought, embodied
thought, if you like, which in my line of busness eventualy boils down to
putting marks on paper, writing, and the occasona use of visud images like
the photograph. The focus of worry shifted from the object of scrutiny to
the mode of its presentation, for it is there, in the medium of presentation,
that socid theory and cultural practice rub one againgt and inform the other
such that there is the chance, smdl as it might wel be, of what | will cal
"redeeming" the object—qgiving it another lease of life breaking through the
shell of its conceptualizations so as to change life itsdf. There was no Theory
outside of its being brought thus to life. Sodd andysis was no longer an
andysis of the object of scrutiny, but of the mediation of that object in one
context with its destination in quite another—for instance, Putumayan
heders over there and back then, with you engaged with these stained-glass
words here and now. Thus dl socid andyss is reveded as montage.

This became clearer to me as | tried to work my way free of various
notions of "contradiction” and had to confront the power play at work on
the musculature of a middle-aged woman patient in the ward of a university
teaching hospita in the midwest of the USA in the late 1970s, a power-play
in which anthropology's once long-standing preoccupation with magic,
science, and religion was reborn in the encounter with modern medical

reiftcation and fetishization of the woman's body as socid sgn. Not for
nothing was the title of that rumination, "Reification and the Consciousness
of the Patient" (1980), a reference to the celebrated 1922 contribution to
Marxist epistemology by Georg Lukacs, "Reification and the Consciousness
of the Proletariat,” the essay which Walter Benjamin credited as having a
decisve influence on the Marxist direction his own work on dlegory and
modernism was taking at that time as he worked on "One Way Street"
between 1924 and 1929.

It was from Benjamin's work that | was encouraged to think about the
possibilities for NS writing as incantatory spells of mimetic-realism in which,
by means of judicious "quoting” of the real, one is smultaneoudy intimate
and shocked by it—wherein (to raise Marx's fetish-ghost yet again) the spirit
of the matter meets the matter of spirit such that in the moving depiction
of this moving reality to wound and heal, of what | now see as the NS, the

Why the Nervous System?

rites of style are everything—words pressing into and impressed by the
sensuousness of their referents, the power of arbitrariness of socid conven-
tions battling it out with the physicd wallop of their effects, theory a never-
to-be-sold-out implicitness in matter, sometimes conveniently storied. To
categorize this as the project of doing or making theory, but implicitly in
the synthetic density of its matter of factuality, is merely to grasp the first
stirrings of a critical break from High Theory, while preserving its haughty
suspicion of the obvious. Storied implicitness as a way of making theory
make itsdf was something 1 severd times aimed at, with variable success—
asin"An Austraian Hero" (1987), "Terror As Usua" (1989), Violence and
Resistance in the Americas' (1990), and "Tactility and Distraction” (1990).
What needed to be brought out was the curious activity wherein mine
became but the latest, contiguous, link in a chain of narratives sensuoudy
feeding back into the redlity thus (dis)enchained.

I remember well the repeated shock of returning from the Putumayo to
the university in the late 1970s, after the fragmented joke-riddled incom-
pleteness of ways of talk, of active interpretation, so practical, so fabulous,
in the dl-night curing sessons thereT, coming back to face the demands for
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academic talk and writing—the demands for an explanation, the demands
for coherence, the denid of rhetoric, the denid of performance, when what
was crying out for a coherent explanation was the demand for such and the
denia of such. What | was being invited to do in those hallucinatory curing
sessions of magica practicality on the frontier where Indians cured colonists
was to rethink the mode of work in which | wes involved as work better
approached from the tension involved in the disconcerting experiments in
representation tried out by European and (as | later learnt to appreciate,
ealy Soviet) Modemism——eg. Joyce, Cubism, Woolf, Myerhold, Zurich,
Dada, Berlin Dada, Constructivism, Brecht, Eisenstein, and Benjamin moving
from dlegory to the shock of montage and the liberating (messianic) mimetic
snapshot of the "didectial image."

For in those curing nights what | had to reckon with was the power of
the mental image to ater the course of misfortune. Now surely | want to
historicize this imagery with its play of angds and sacred gold, its wildness
and montage, its possible locations in a giant and, strange to say, curing,
narrative of colonial conquest, Christian redemption, and Statecraft—the
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point of this narrative being the way the Indian, the (phantom) object of
scrutiny, is recruited as a hedling object. But just as surely, and precisely on
account of this content, | need to highlight its physiognomic power, its power
to disturb the (collective) bodv. "Seeing this, you cure?' | remember a man
asking the hedler about his vison of angdls and birds, shamans and soldiers,
priests and books spewing gold, the soldiers dancing and singing like shamans
themsdves. "Yes, friend. Seeing that you cure," replied the heder, and a
one point the man tried to get up out of his hammock, so red was this
imagery, and join with the soldiers dancing and singing. And so it was
explained to me that the hedler passes on an image, the "painting” as it is
caled there, to the sick person who, seeing it, gets better-all this accompa-
nied by waves of nausea gathering fires of sensory storm, vomit, and the
cleansing pandemonium of purging. The man was climbing out of his
hammock into his image, just as that queer thief, Jean Genet, summed up
the fix of the Nation-State, the erotic fetish-power of borders. "The crossing
of borders and the excitement it arouses in me," he wrote, "were to enable
me to apprehend directly the essence of the nation | was entering. | would
penetrate less into a country than to the interior of an image."’

And so0 | got to thinking—passed on to me, and from me to you, how
does this apply to my practice as a mediationist—and yours, as a reader—
given the possihilities and even necessities for reconceptualizing the power
of imageric and magicd thinking in modernity? This was where Benjamin's
arguments concerning the importance of mimesis and the power of image
as bodily matter awakening memory, awakening collective dream-time in
our era of mechanica reproduction, pressed upon me as both method and
aprogram of practical inquiry—as | hope is obvious in some of the following
essays, bearing in mind the unreliability of a left-handed method dependent
on chance in didodging habits deeply ingrained amid the corporality of the
Nervous System's being. For precisaly what cdls the method into play, what
gives it its chance no less than its necessity, are the fleeting instants of
possihility which flesh up in what Benjamin designated as "moments of
danger"—which make it virtually impossible to succeed.

What was at stake, then, was not fok medicine in the trividized sense
with which a medica anthropology has now buried this object of scrutiny.
What was a stake was the art of heding images lying a the cornerstone of
power and representation, the space between art and life involved in the

hedling of misfortune. And nothing could be more off the mark in this regard
than the application of a dominating Western dramatic tradition in socia
andlysis, making sense by means of an adventure of the intellect struggling
from darkness to light, from disorder to order, giving the Nervous System
its daily fix.

If it was Putumayo heding that got me into this way of thinking about
the magic of Knlightenment, the way its light weighed so heavily on the
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darkness of primitive tragedy, as represented, it was Benjamin's observation
in his commentary on Brecht about an underground Western dramatic
tradition resurfacing in Brecht's tragedies that provided me with an alterna
tive stage. It came like a flash, | remember, in 1984, when 1 was battling
with how to write Putumayo curing nights without pushing them into the
Enlightenment soap opera, my wanting instead to preserve their hallucinatory
montaged flowing and stopping and starting once again, the power of the
mental image to hold a history of nations, of wildness as curative, of
the continuous joking undermining of everything, testimony to Benjamin's
highlighting Brecht's figure of water wearing awvay the granite. Here shock
and montage came center-stage with impressive curing power—tumbling
certainties into the imageric politics of redlity-and-illusion, the curer's me-
dium as much as terror's, too.

As | read the early 20th-century reports on terror in the rubber boom
aong the lower reaches of the Putumayo River, and smultaneoudy heard
people around me in the early 1980s discussing the disfigured corpses found
adong the roads leading into Puerto Teada in the canefidds of western
Colombia, far from the Putumayo, | came to fed that terror dissolved
certainty every bit as much as it preyed on one's heartfelt desire to find its
secret order. Yet the more one looked for the order, the more one was
caught in its sticky web of evasons, bluffs and hdls of mirrors. And the
more one tried to bluff back, fighting indeterminacy with indeterminacy,
there waiting in the wings was Order with a giant rabbit-killer. Here,

©
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interpretation was no esoteric practice of the literary critic but a matter of
survival.

Starkly relevant here was Benjamin's notion of history as state of siege.
And of course it is the State which declares the state of siege and therewith
ensures Leviathan's specia effects, the fetish-power of the State-idea where
the arbitrariness of power butts the legitimation of authority, where reason
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and violence do their little duet. "The tradition of the oppressed,” he wrote
at the end of the 1930s, "teaches us that the 'state of emergency* in which
we live is not the exception but the rule." This was not only an attempt to
designate a reality—one so common in Colombia and other Latin American
countries and now, in 1991 so vivid in parts of the USA too. It was dso
designed to provoke a radicdly different way of seeing and reacting to
history, because in a state of Sege order is frozen, yet disorder boils beneath
the surface. Like a giant spring dowly compressed and ready to burst at any
moment, immense tension lies in strange repose. Time stands till, like the
ticking of a time-bomb, and if we are to take the full measure of Benjamin's
point, that the state of Sege is not the exception but the rule, then we are
required to rethink our notions of order, of center and base, and of certainty
too—all of which now appear as state of Seged dream-images, hopeesdy
hopeful illusions of the intellect searching for peace in a world whose tensed
mobility alows of no rest in the nervousness of the Nervous System's system.
For our very forms and means of representation are under sege. How could
it be otherwise?

To take socid determination serioudy means that one has to see onesdlf
and one's shared modes of understanding and communication included in
that determining. To clam otherwise, to claim the rhetoric of systematicity's
determinisms and yet except onedf, is an authoritarian deceit, a magica
wonder. Those of us who have had to abandon that sort of magic are left

with a different wondering; namely how to write the Nervous System that
passes through us and makes us what we are—the problem being, as | see
it, that everytime you give it a fix, it hallucinates, or worse, counters your
system with its nervousness, your nervousness with its system. As far as I'm
concerned, and | admit to going dow with these NS matters, this puts
writing on a completely different plane than hitherto conceived. It cdls
for an understanding of the representation as contiguous with that being
represented and not as suspended above and distant from the represented—
what Adorno referred to as Hegd's programmatic idea—that knowing is
giving ,oneself over to a phenomenon rather than thinking about it from
above. And it cdls for a mode of writing no less systematically nervous than
the NS itself—of which, of course, it cannot but be the latest extension, the
penultimate version, the one permanently before the last.

2

TERROR AS USUAL:

WALTER BENJAMIN'S THEORY
OF HISTORY AS STATE

OF SIEGE

Terror as the Other

A question of distance—that's what I'd like to say about talking terror,
amatter of finding the right distance, holding it at arm's length so it doesn't
turn on you (after dl it's just a matter of words), and yet not putting it so
far away in a clinical redlity that we end up having substituted one form of
terror for another. But having said this | can see myseif aready lost, lost out
to terror you might say, embarked on some futile exercise in Liberd
Aesthetics struggling to establish a golden mean and utterly unable to absorb
the fact that terror's tak dways taks back—super-octaned didogism in
radicad overdrive, its tak presupposing if not anticipating my response,
undermining meaning while dependent on it, stringing out the nervous
system one way toward hysteria, the other way toward numbing and apparent
acceptance, both ways flip-9des of terror, the political Art of the Arbitrary,
as usual.

Of course, that's elsewhere, dways elsewhere, you'll want to say, not the
rule but the exception, existing in An-Other Place like Northern Ireland,
Beirut, Ethiopia, Kingston, Port au Prince, Peru, Mozambique, Afghanistan,
Santiago, the Bronx, the West Bank, South Africa, Sen Sdvador, Colombia,
to name but some of the more publicized from the staggering number of
spots troubling the course of the world's order. But perhaps such an
elsawhere should make us suspicious about the deeply rooted sense of order
here, as if their dark wildness exists so as to silhouette our light, the bottom
line being, of course, the tight and necessary fit between order, law, justice,
sense, economy, and history—all of which them e sewhere manifestly ain't

n
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got much of. Pushed by this suspicion | am first reminded of another sort
of History of another sort of Other Within, a history of smdl-fry rather
than of the Wealth of Nations, as for example in aletter in the Village Voice
in 1984 from an ex-socid worker in the state of Colorado, in the USA,
commenting on an article on Jeanne Anne Wright who killed her own
children. The socid worker notes that it was axiomatic that the "deeper you
dig, the dirtier it gets; the web of connections, the tangled family histories
of failure, abuse, and neglect spread out in awesomely unmanageable propor-
tions." When the socid worker asked a young mother about the burn marks
on her nine-year old daughter, she replied in a passive futile voice that her
husband used a cattle prod on the girl when she was bad. Then she smiled,
"as if it was the oddest thing," saying "It hurts too. | know 'cos he uses it
on me sometimes.” They lived "anonymous and transitory” in a refurbished
chicken coop on a cana-lined road. One afternoon this socid worker was
taking the lagt of another woman's four children from her home when the
woman legpt up and pulled down her pants to show him where her ex-
husband had stabbed her in the buttocks. "Just as suddenly,” he writes, the
woman "redized what she had done and began to cry and to laugh, somehow
at the same time, and somehow to mean both.” And he concludes by saying
"1 am left with the impression of lives as massive, dense, and impenetrable
as those nodes of collapsed matter out of which nothing escapes and whose
only measure is what they absorb and conced."

But what about the histories of the Big Fry, the Histories of Success? Are
they so removed from this violent world whose only measure is what it
absorbs and concedls? In talking terror's talk are we oursalves not tempted
to absorb and conced the violence in our own immediate life-worlds, in our
universities, workplaces, streets, shopping malls, and even families, where,
like business, it'sterror as usud? In particular, as we zig-zag between wanting
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to conced and wanting to reveal, might we not suddenly become conscious
of our own conventions of coordinating power and sense-making and realize,
as Walter Benjamin put it in his last writings written on the eve of World
War I, that:

The tradition of the oppressed teaches us that the "state of emergency”
in which we live is not the exception but the rule. We must attain to a
conception of history that is in keeping with this insight. Then we shal
clearly recognize that it is our task to bring about ared state of emergency,

Walter Benjamin's Theory of History

and this will improve our position in the struggle againg Fascism. One
reason why Fascism has a chance is that in the name of progress its
opponents treat it as a historica norm. The current amazement that the
things we are experiencing are "still" possible in the twentieth century is
nor philosophica. This amazement is not the beginning of knowledge—
unless it is the knowledge that the view of history which gives rise to it
is untenable ("Theses on the Philosophy of History").

In other words what does it take to understand our redlity as a chronic state
of emergency, as a Nervous Sysem? Note the concept; please take care to
note the issue before us. Not a knee-jerk application of postmodern anti-
totalitarianism bent on disrupting an assumed complicity between terror and
narrative order, but an opportunistic postionless position which recognizes
that the terror in such disruption is no less than that of the order it is bent
on eiminating.

Terror iswhat keeps these extremes in apposition, just as that apposition
maintains the irregular rhythm of numbing and shock that constitutes the
apparent normality of the abnormal created by the state of emergency.
Between the order of that state and the arbitrariness of its emergency, what
then of the center—and what of its talk?

Talking Terror 1

| had been invited by one of our more august ingtitutions of the higher
learning to talk on the terror associated with the Peruvian Amazon Company
in the early twentieth-century rubber boom in the Putumayo area of Colom-
bia Before the tak | lunched with my host, a scholar, older than mysdf.
With remarkable verve and flair for detail he compared different historical
epochs for their amount of terror, concluding, over dessert, that our century
was the worst. There was something weighty, even sinister, about this. We
were drawing a balance sheet not just on history but on its harvest of terror,
our intellect bending under the weight of fearful facts, and our epoch had
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come in firs. We fdt strangely privileged, in so far as we could equate our
epoch with ourselves, which is, | suppose, what historical judgement turns
upon. And in drawing our grim conclusion, were we not deliberately making
ourselves afraid, in ever so dy a way enjoying our fear? But | mysdf find |
am now alittle frightened even suggesting this possibility. It seems plausible,
yet over-sophisticated, mocking both fear and intelligence.

13
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Tennis balls thwacked. The shadows thrown by the Gothic spires length-
ened as the afternoon drew on. One could not but fed a little uneasy about
the confidence with which terror was being mastered over linen napkins, a
confidence shielding the unspoken fear the university community had of the
ghetto it had disappeared severa years back—"disappeared,” a strange new
word-usage in English as well as in Spanish, as in El Sdvador or Colombia
when someone just vanishes off the face of the map due to para-military
death squads. The university in the USA is of course remote from that sort
of thing. Death squads, | mean. But it is well known that some twenty-five
years back this particular university, for instance, had applied relentless
financial pressure on the surrounding ghetto-dwellers and that during that

time there were many strange fires burning buildings down and black people
Jo too F S

out. There was hate. There was violence. Nobody forgot the dead white
professor found strung up on the school fence. The university came to own
the third largest police force in the state. Together with the city administra-
tion it changed the traffic pattern, impeding entry to the area by means of
a labyrinth of one-way streets. An invisble hand manipulated what it could
of public culture and public space. It became unlawful to post certain sorts
of flyers on university notice boards, thus preventing certain sorts of people
from having any good reason for being in the vicinity. Thus, in time, while
preserving the semblance of democratic openness, the university came to
reconstruct the ghetto into a middle class, largdy white, fortress within an
invisible cordon sanitaire. Terror as usual, the middle class way, judtified by
the gpped to the higher education, to the preservation of Civilization itsdf,
played out right there in the fear-ridden blocks of lofty spires, the fiery
figures of the burning buildings, and the cdm spotlights of policemen with
their watchful dogs. We remember Walter Benjamin: "no document of
civilization which is not a the same time a document of barbarism."

My thoughts drifted to a late nineteenth-century story written by Joseph
Conrad's close friend, the larger than life eccentric Robert Bontine Cunning-
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hame Graham. In this story, "A Hegira," Cunninghame Graham relates how
on atrip to Mexico City in 1880 he visted eight Apache Indians imprisoned
in a cage and on public view in the castle of Chapultepec. As he I€ft the city
to return to his ranch in Texas, he heard they had escaped, and dl the long
way north he witnessed elation and pandemonium as in town after town
drunken men galoped df, gun in hand, to track down and kill, one by one,

these foot-weary Indians—half-human, haf-beast, decidedly and mysteri-
oudy Other—slowly moving north through the terrain of Mexico, constitut-
ing it as a nation and as a people in the terror of the savagery imputed to
the Apache. Yet when I'd finished telling the tale my host looked at me.
"Do you know how many people the Apaches killed and how many head
of cattle they stole between 185S and 1885?7' he asked. It was as much a
chalenge as a question, the sort of question you asked looking down the
sghts of agun where redity equals atarget. The implication was clear; there
was "good reason” to fear and kill those Apaches. "But there were only eight
of them, in the whole of Mexico, done and on foot," | replied. "And a dog
they'd picked up."

But later on, to my surprise, when the seminar got under way, my host,
once o fiery and eloquent on the topic of terror, so in command of his vast
history-machine, fdl slent as the grave, dumped into the furthest recess of
his padded chair. A young tenured professor chaired the occasion in a don't-
mess-with-me manner, refusing to dlow me to begin with the summary I'd
prepared. "That won't be necessary!" he repeated archly, asking nealv dl
the questions which, like the host's reaction to the Apache story, Weré not
only aimed at making sense of terror as somebody's profit, but in doing so
furthered the terror he purported to be explaining. The sad grevness of the
late afternoon spread through the room. Pde and forbiddingl); silent, the
graduate students sat as sentinds of truth for oncoming generations. Why
were they so frightened? What did they fed? Maybe they fdt nothing?

Reluctantly | met my host for a cup of coffee two days later a the
university. He was insistent and invoked dl sorts of nogtalgia to smooth over
unstated tensions. But what a climax! Where was the gented comfort of his

to

imagined past of heroic intellectuals in the sub-basement of what was said
to be a perfect copy of an Oxford college where we now sat holding
undrinkable coffee from a dot machine while four or five gangling young

o to to J [¢]

men from the ghetto horsed around menacing one ancther, and the clientele,
teasing of course, as they played unbearably loud music from the jukebox?
The host leaned forward againgt the noise. The arteries pulsed in his stout
neck. "Have you read Bordovitch's work on the Stdin trials, published in
Paris in the fifties?' he shouted.

"No," | had to confess.

He leaned forward again. "Do you know why the prisoners admitted to
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crimes they hadn't committed?' he demanded with a sharp edge to his voice.
"Because they were deprived of seep—for weeks at a time," he thundered.
"In white cells with the light on dl the time!"

He sat back, glowing like a white light himsdf, grimly satisfied, even a
little exultant and happy now that he had pushed terror's dark murk
wdl away from those politicaly staged performances where confuson and
confesson worked to each other's benefit. He insisted on driving me the
five blocks to where | was staying. "Here your car is your tank," he sad.

Talking Terror 2

In the Republic of Colombia in South America, an offidd State of
Emergency has been in force, now on, now off, now on again, for as long
as most people can remember. The timing and rhythm of the application
and enforcement of this measure gives us some idea of the operation of
states of what Bertolt Brecht surveying Germany in the thirties called
"ordered disorder," and since decades Colombia has been defined as being
in a state of chaos such that predictions of imminent revolution, a blood
bath, or a military dictatorship have been made on an amost daly bass.
Today, in a total population of some 27 million, being the third largest in
Latin America, with widespread assassinations striking, so it is sad, some
thirty people a day, with 500 members of the only viable opposition party,
the Union Patriotica, gunned down in the streets over the past two years,
with an estimated 11,000 assassinations carried out by the more than 149
death squads recently named in the national Congress over roughly the same
time period, and with over 1,000 named people disappeared (surely but a
amdl fraction of the actua number)—there can be no doubt that a situation
exists which is no less violent than it is sinister, and that its sinister quality
depends on the strategic use of uncertainty and mystery around which stalks
terror's talk and to which it dways returns.

But is this situation widdy understood, within or outside the country, as
a State of Emergency in Benjamin's sense? Isit, in other words, seen as the
exception or the rule, and what political and indeed bodily consequences
might there bein constantly harping on the idedl of Order asin the prominent
discourse of the State, the Armed Forces and the media with their incessant
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and dmogt ritualistic reference to the "state of public order," particularly
when it seems pretty obvious that these very forces, especialy the Armed
Forces in an age as defined by Pentagon theorists as one of "low intensity
warfare,” have as much to gain from disorder as from order—and probably
agood ded more? Indeed, in the case of the Armed Forces, disorder is surely
intrinsic to its modus operandi wherein the arbitrariness of power is practiced
as an exquisitdy fine art of socid control. Furthermore, what does it mean
to define such a Situation as exists in Colombia as chaotic, given that the
chaos is everyday, not a deviation from the norm, and in a drategicaly
important political sense is a disordered order no less than it is an ordered
disorder? What does it mean, and what does it take to envisage a society as
breaking down to the point of dying—asthe headlinesin the January 24, 1988,
edition of El Diario of New York puts it for Colombia—when there is every
reason to suggest that this state of emergency is most decidedly not the
bo o J

exception but the rule for this particular nation-state (if not for many others
as wdl)? In the postmodern world, as the state, the market, and the
transnational corporations enter into a new configuration of arbitrariness
and planning, might not the very concept of the socid, itsdf a relatively
modern ideg, be outdated in so far as it rests on assumptions of stability and
structure? In which case what is dl the talk about order about?

Looking at the socid world in the tensed yet highly mobile way Benjamin
encouraged us to do with his dictum about the constancy of the state of
emergency, | think we can start to understand the flow of power connecting
terror's talk with the use of disorder through assassination and disappearing
people. This understanding requires knowing how to stand in an atmosphere
whipping back and forth between clarity and opacity, seeing both ways at
once. Thisiswhat | cdl the optics of The Nervous System, and while much
of this is conveyed, in a typicaly oblique manner, in the notion of the
normdity of the abnormal, and particulary in the normality of the state of
emergency, what needs pondering—and this is our advantage, today, in this
venue, with our terror-talk which automatically imposes a framing and a
distancing-effect—is the violent and unexpected ruptures in consciousness
that such a situation carries. This is not so much a psychologicd as a socid
and cultural configuration and it goes to the heart of what is politicaly
crucid in the notion of terror as usual.
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| am referring to a state of doubleness of socid being in which one moves
in bursts between somehow accepting the situation as normal, only to be
thrown into a panic or shocked into disorientation by an event, a rumor, a
sight, something said, or not said—something that even while it requires the
normal in order to make its impact, destroys it. You find this with the terrible
poverty inaThird World society and now in the centersof U.S. citiestoo, such
as Manhattan; people like you and me close their eyes to it, in a manner of
speaking, but suddenly an unanticipated event occurs, perhaps a dramatic or
poignant or ugly one, and the normality of the abnorma is shown for what it
is. Then it passes away, terror as usua, in a staggering of position that lends
itsdlf to survival as well as despair and macabre humor. It is this doubleness of
socid being and its shock-changing that the Marxist playwright Bertolt Brecht
used, but in reverse, o as to problematize the cast of normalcy sustaining the
redity-effect of the public sphere. Seismology, asuperior form of semiology, is
what the critic Roland Barthes caled this technique of Brecht's.

Terror's talk in such circumstances fluctuates between the firmly sensed
and usudly quite dogmatic certainties that there indeed exists a reason and
a center, on the one hand, and the uncertainties of a diffuse, decentered
randomness on the other. Take for ingtance the editoriad of one of the
country's main daily newspapers, El Espectador, 26th of February, 1986,
entitled El Desorden Publico. First thereisabreathlesslisting of the"successive
acts of terror" that have "shaken the country” in the past week . . . the
mounting attacks on journalists, one being killed in Florencia, another in
Cdi, the confrontation of police with Indians in the remote desert peninsula
of the Gugira where eight people were killed, the assassination of ten
peasants in the municipality of La Paz in Santander, the blowing-up of ail
pipe lines now amounting to 65 million pesos, the assassination of a young
Unién Patridtica activist in Cauca, the attacking of a police post between
Pereira and Armenia by a guerrilla unit of the HPL, which killed one
policeman and wounded four others, massive peasant demonstrations in the
frontier Department of Arauca, the escaation of drug trafficking and, on
top of dl this, according to the editorial, the double-game of the guerrilla,
taking peace but making war.

"This, in broad strokes," continues the editorial, "is the internal situation
of the country, convulsed and explosive" such that it seems as if
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there might be an intimate connection between the diverse factors that

(o]
congpire againg the maintenance of peace and public security. But d-
though that may not exig, there are s0 many repeated outbursts from
different battlefidds that, wanting to or not, the forces that operate againg
public peace converge with equd and destructive impetus to the common
task of destruction in which they find themsaves engaged.

Terrible talk, indeed.

Forces become disembodied from socid context as we enter a world in
which things become animated, paraléing the impossibly contradictory need
to both establish and disestablish a center, a motive force, or a reason
explaining everything. Strangdy this Nervous System acquires an animistic,
even anthropomorphic, quality—factors conspiring, forces converging,
forces finding themselves engaged in common destruction—and just as
strangely, in the entire litany of terrifying forces recorded in the editorial,
there is this terrifying absence of any mention of the Armed Forces of the
State itsdf. Could these latter be the truly invisble dread that centers the
Nervousness of the Nervous System whose samiosis involves not so much
the obvious meaning but what Roland Barthes called the obtuse meaning of
signs?

In the many written works by the foremost spokesman and guru of the
Armed Forces, Generd Fernando Landazabd Reyes, terror's talk assumes
the situation prevailing in Colombia is decidedly part of an order, a globa
order of cosmic confrontation between democracy and communism in which
poor Third World countries are the first to be fractured and where the front
line of combat is drawn. In his rendering of redlity, in books such as The
Price.of Peace and Social Conflict, one senses quite acutely the comingling
and fluctuation between the Postivis Syle of the hard fact, the Abstract

Empiricism (as Sartre would put it) of the diagrams depicting patterns of
circular causation between poverty, morality, injustice, violence, and so
forth, together with the spellbinding wonder of the metaphysics of patrio-
tism, death, order, and hierarchy. As | see it these latter are the very things
that create and control a sense of fixing together with a sense of dippage,
especidly obvious and important in the case of death, so finite a connection
with the infinite, and even more obvious in the case of the new tactic of
disappearing which, as Julio Cortazar pointed out inthe early eighties, thinking
not only of the 30,000 disappeared in Argentina, crestes a new circle to
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Dante's hell in that it combines the terrible fact of loss with the ever-present
hope that the disappeared will tomorrow, the next day . . . re-emerge. Hence
mothers are reported as saying that they wept tears of joy to find the dead
body of their daughter or son, because a least then they were sure. But that
is the exception. For most it's a dream world, which decidedly puts "magical
realism” in a new light, as when they rush to a Ste where, in a dream, a
friend has seen the disappeared. As Fabiola Lainde, who last saw her son,
a member of the Marxist-Leniniss Communist Party, being put onto a truck
by the Colombian Army, on the 3rd of October, 1984, puts it: "If the days
are difficult, the nights are torture, especialy when | dream of [the Spanish

is con, thus meaning dreaming ivirfil Luis Fernando."
) to )

Because more than dreams they are red in that | see him return home
with the smile that he aways has, together with his tranquility and ease,
and when | ask him where he's been and he's about to answer, that's
when 1 aways wake up, in that part of the dream. It's so redl that at the
very moment of awakening | have no idea what's happening or where |
am, and to return to redity is sad and cruel after having had him in front
of me. At other times | spend the night running through bush and ravines,
searching amongst piles of cadavers, witnessing battles and Dantesque
scenes. It makes you crazy. And this happens to the whole familv, as well
as to his friends. Even the neighbors have told me many times that they
dream of him. ’

And our dreaming? For are we not neighbors too?

As for hard facts, General Landazabd is adamant, a least until September
of 1986, that evidence indicating that the Armed Forces is behind many if
not most of the assassinations and disappearances in Colombia is fase
Questioned in La Semana by Antonio Cabalero (whose name now appears
on the Medellin Death List) regarding his statement that the only paramilitary
groups in the country were the guerrillas, the genera replied that while it
was beginning to appear to him that there might perhaps be some sort of
organization, even a nationally organized one, whose function was to assassi-
nate members of the Union Petriotica (by far the most popular left-wing
party in Colombia), he redlly had no idea about this. Moreover, he went on,
it wes infamous to connect the Armed Forces with the assasins now
supposedly so abundant in Colombia in the wake of the cocaine trade.

That would be to enter into the most tremendous contradiction with the
professiond mordity and honor of the Armed Forces It is sdd that there
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is a "dirty war" going on, but the Armed Forces do not participate in
that. They combat subversion with dl the means of the Constitution and
the Law, but not by paying assassins on motorbikes or placing bombs.
That would be infamous, and we cannot tolerate such infamy to be
mouthed:

In Gabriel GarciaMarguez' novel Chronicle of a Death Foretold, Santiago
Nassar waks the hot Colombian town during the night's revelry unaware
that he is being pursued by two men armed with knives passionaey
committed to killing him. A question of honor. It's a andl enough town for
its inhabitants to sense something strange. They see the armed men searching
from place to place, yet they can't believe that they will really kill—or rather
they believe and disbelieve a one and the same time, but proof comes sure
enough with Santaigo Nasar's bloodv disembowelment—all of which | take
to be paradigmatic of what Generd Landazebd refers to as the "dirty war"
which he says "is sad to be going on." Of course the point of such a war,
of the phrasing of such a war, which is adso cdled by some national
commentators a war of silencing, is that as the General sys it is "said to
be" going on which means, in politica and operational terrr{s, that it is and
it isn't—in just the same way as the abnormal is normal and disorder is
orderly and the whole meaning of the relatively modern term "society,” let
aone the meaning of the socia bond, suddenly becomes deeply problematic.
After dl what does it mean to have a society at (undeclared) war with itsaf?
"In Colombia" my twenty-year-old friend from one of the poor sugarcane
towns of the Cauca Vdley, Edgar, constantly assured me with smug findity,
"You can't trust anyone."

We were in a bus in 1981 heading into the frontier province of the
Putumayo, reading a Chronicle of a Death Foretold, and | commented how
strange an air of redity the tale conveyed, everybody sensing yet not believing
what was about to happen. "Ah projesor," he replied, "but there's dways one
who knows."

In the murk, an eye watching, an eye knowing. Here you can't trust
anvone. There's dways one who knows. Paranoia as socid theory. Paranoia
as socid practice. Note the criticaly important feature of the war of silencing
is its geographical, epistemological, and military-strategic decenteredness—
yet we cannot but fed that it is organized from some center no matter how
much the general denies his knowing. The leaders of the Union Petriotica
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sy this (undeclared) war (which is sad to be going on) is the outcome of
the Pentagon's plan for Latin America, the infamous "doctrine of national
security” which we can read about in the general's books where it is
presented in a favorable, even redemptive, light.

Sde by sde with this doctrine, and the symmetrical paranoid circles of
conspiracy traced around it, there is this new type of warfare that has come
to be cdled "low intengity conflict" whose leading characteristic is to blur
accustomed redlities and boundaries and keep them blurred. That is another
eye to contend with, grotesquely post-modern in its constitutive contingency.

Talking Terror 3

And now we start to fed this eye watching in other places as wall.
Hearing, too. The tira is what the students in the university of Bogota called
it, meaning spy, and it was, they intimated, right there in the classroom.
Curioudly this particular word for spy—the tira—also means throwing, and
its opposite—pulling. And as if that isn't strange enough, tira is dso used
to mean fucking. All this makes for a curious network of associations,
granting us some rare insght into the erotics not only of spying but of the
terror-machine of the State as well, with its obscure medley of oppositions,
seduction, and violence.

Sappo, frog, is the term used for the informer in the sugarcane towns in
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western Colombia, reminding me of the frog's role in sorcery and of its dimy
habitat between earth, sky, and water, where it croaks songs of love and
war yet, both like and unlike the informer, is suddenly muted when people
pass by. When you wdk through the cane fields a night—as only the
peasants, cane-workers, and the occasona conspirator, revolutionary orga
nizer, and anthropologist ever would—you become the auditory equivalent
of a sengitive photographic plate, registering under the black canopy of the
immense skies the deafening silence of suddenly dtilled sound. And the frog?
| guessit's dl ears too.

But who knows from whence come these terms for spies and whence
they go? Their awkwardly constellated meanings register a compound of
dime and ominous quiet, no less obscure, and no less pointed, than the
Death Squads themselves. In these suddenly muted fields of power the
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neatness of the symbol itsdlf gives way to the rapidly pulsng underbelly, the
pushing and pulling, of Nervous Systematicity.

~ And for the poor young men of Colombia, which is to sy for the mgjority
of young men, thereisthe eye of thelibretto mihtar or miltiary pass, possession
of which means that one has performed the eighteen or twenty-four months
military service demanded by the state. If you don't have it, the authorities
can pick you up as they please, and most employers will refuse to hire a
man without one. At the dance-halls in Bogota where the young unemployed
and working dass congregate on Saturday nights, it was not uncommon in
1986 for the E)olice to dragO] off those without thelibretto, often hous ng them

down in the courtyard of the police station and leaving them there locked
in the freezing night, especidly if they couldn't come up with a satisfactory
bribe. Every time a bus is stopped by the palice or the army, the men are
made to present their papers, tvery time areten or barrier is erected around
what the forces of public order deem disorder, those who wish to pass have
to present their papers, and to be without them may one day cost your life.
This eye is merciless for the poor young men of the Republic who thereby
become not only victim but victimizer, ensuring terror's normalcy.

Take the case of Jairo with whom | was speaking in one of the sugarcane
plantation towns to which | have been returning every year since 1969 in

the Cauca Vdley in Western Colombia. Severd months back he had finished
his compulsory military service and now had hislibretto mihtar. We started
talking about the army and the guerrillas, about him being on patrol in the
cordillera central. Did he ever get achanceto talk with the enemy? No! There

was a young guy he once knew who lived down the street, though. And he
waved his hand carelesdy. "Why are they fighting?' | asked. He struggled
for words. "It's to do with the government,” he sad eventudly. "The

guerrilla are against unemployment."”
"Wedl. What about that?'
"It's bed because they are communists. They're againg democracy.”

He told me the same thing a few months later when, having searched for
seven months he landed a construction job in Cai—a job that paid four

dollars a day except that transport and lunch took close to hdf of that and
the job would last only seven weeks so that the employer could avoid the
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socid security costs that apply after eight weeks employment. That's the
democracy he was defending. And it took him seven months to find that
job—with hislibretto militar. 1've known him since he was atiny boy and his
mother is an even older friend of mine. He's exceptionaly sweet and gentle.
The other day he was washing my two and haf year old boy's hair, dl giggles
and froth.

"Do you get a chance to tak with the guerrilla?' | agked.
"When we capture them."

"Do they tak?'

"We make them sng."

"Do many sing?

"Most."

"What about those who don't?"

"Wekill them. The comandante orders usto. Wetietheir hands behind
their backs and duff a wet towd over the mouth so that when they
bresthe they fed as if they're drowning. Mogt Sng. Or dse we put stakes
up their fingerails Those who lie, we kill, like when they tell us where
the enamy is but they're not there. A lot depends on the comandante.”

"And when the guerilla catches one of our officers” he added, "he's cut into
pieces." All this transpired in the most matter-of-fact way, just like we'd
been earlier taking of the tomatoes he was transplanting.

We got to talking about the "cleaning” or limpieza of Cdi, that incredible
process in which beggars, prostitutes, homosexuals, transvestites, and dl
manner of street people supposedly involved in crime and petty cocaine
desling were being wiped out by pistol and machine gun fire from pick-ups
and motorbikes. That is what one heard every day. But obvioudy not just
those sort of people were affected. Everyone was scared. Anyone could be
atarget. Students in Cdi told me that merely with the sound of a motorbike
they would hide themsdlves, and few people went out at night. While there
is reason to distinguish this "cleaning” from the more conventionaly defined
political assassinations, there is dso something they have in common—apart
from the creation of terror through uncertain violence—and this has to do
with the horrific semantic functions of cleansing, creating firm boundaries
where only murk exists so that more murk can exist, purifying the public
sphere of the polluting powers which the dominant voices of society attribute
to the hampa or underworld whose sdient palitical feature lies in its being
srategically borderless—invisible yet infilitrating—but decidedly Other;
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prostitutes, homosexuals, communists, left-wing guerrilleros, beggars, and
what | guess we could cdl the dark threatening mass of the undeserving
poor—which, when you think about it, doesn't leave too many people in
the upperworld. In the fearsome logic of the politicd unconscious "the
cleansing” or limpieza brings to mind supermarket shelves of endless cans of
sogp powders and car wax that daly scrub and polish this malnourished
land. Now issuing forth a stream of cadavers, disfigured in bizarre ritualistic
forms often derived from U.S. television imagery and commodities such as
pesticides like Kan-Kill, this cleansing fervor is not without a certain geneal-
ogy and conscious manipulation.

Asregards the genedlogy, harken back to the representations of the hampa
or criminal underworld of Havana in early twentieth century works of the
celebrated Cuban anthropologist Fernando Ortiz in which crime is reduced
to crimindlity and criminality is seen as the natura outcome of being black
and practicing Santerfa. The underworld is the phantasmagoric paranoid
construction of the ruling class, and with regard to the manipulation of this
fertile imagery in Cali—like Havana, capital of sugar, dums of blacks—
harken to Chris Birkbeck's study of the media and images of crime there in
the seventies before the death squads had emerged in the mid-eighties.
Comparing the newspaper accounts of crime with what he found by hanging
out with police and prisoners while he was living in the dums, he found
nothing to validate the ubiquitous assumption that an organized underworld
existed outside of the imagination created by the press (or, | would add,
created by the more important medium of the radio). Not only were the
accounts in the newspapers extraordinarily exaggerated but, to my way of
thinking, it was as if they were designed to create and reproduce a tropical
verson of the Hobbesian world, nasty, brutish, and short, in which (as my
friend Edgar was almost ready to remind me) "you can't trust any one"—
and thus create a city of the swamp shrouded in a nebulous atmosphere of
insecurity, truly in a state of emergency.

Together with this Hobbesian fear in which it is precisely the individudiza
tion and freaky unexpectedness of violence that is strategic, there is a no
less critically important countermove to clam an organized, structured,
essentidist core to the dread—as with the notion of an organized under-
world, a magicdly potent race apart, inhabiting both a metaphorical and an
actual geographical zone within the city. This of course is the ultimate
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postmodern dusiveness, claiming both centeredness and decentcredness in
a socid struggle combining meaning and sensdessness with torture and

bo ¢} o

death, and Birkbcck could note in the press as early as 1977 the urgent cal
for a clean-up, for the limpieza—harbinger of our time now when the
metaphor became blasting fact. "The city urgently needs aseptic treatment,”
sad the daily newspaper, El Occidente, echoing previous demands for "eradi-
cating fod of crimina activity," for "purification of the environment," and
for "cleaning the center." What we have to understand, then, it is not merely
some horrific process in which imagery and myth work out from a political
unconscious to be actualized, but rather a socio-historical situation in which
the image, of crime, for instance, is no less red than the redlity it magnifies
and distorts as terror's tak.

And now Jairo was taking, telling me about his having to resign, while
in the army, from a specid force he belonged to for three months in Palmira,
the town across the river Cauca from Cdi. As he put it, the mission of this
force was to cruise around in taxis and on motorbikes—powerful mo-
torbikes, he noted—so as to kill criminals, drug addicts, and sicarios or
professond killers. The soldiers in his unit received booklets with photos of
the people they had to kill, and they undertook target practice shooting at
human forms from motorbikes and phony taxis. They never wore uniforms
and their hair was grown longer than regulation. To kill they would get as
closer as possible, with a colt .45 or a 9-mm pistol. There were eighteen of
them, plus four sub-officids and one captain. They did most of their killing
a night but worked through the city during the day getting to know their
victims habits. There were about fifty people on that death list.

It was graightforward. And only three weeks before, to the day, the
general was quoted as vehemently denying any possible connection whatso-
ever between the amy and death squads.

Taking Terror 4

Above dl the Dirty War is a war of dlencing. There is no dffiddly
declared war. No prisoners. No torture. No disappearing. Just sllence con-
suming terror's talk for the main part, scaring people into saying nothing in
public that could be construed as critical of the Armed Forces. This is more
than the production of slence. It is silencing, which is quite different. For
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now the not said acquires significance and a specific confuson befogs the
spaces of the public sphere, which is where the action is.

It is this presence of the unsaid which makes the smplest of public-space
tak arresting in this age of terror—the naming by the Mothers of the
Disappeared in public spaces of the name of disappeared, together with their
photographs, in collective acts acquiring the form of ritua in which what is
important is not so much the facts, since they are in their way wel known,
but the shift in socid location in which those facts arc placed, filling the
public void with private memory.

The point about slencing and the fear behind silencing is not to erase
memory. Far from it. The point is to drive the memory deep within the
fastness of the individud so as to create more fear and uncertainty in which
dream and redlity commingle. Agan and again one hears this from the
mothers of the disappeared, like Fabiola Ladinde who dreams that her son,
last seen being taken on a truck by the Colombian army, has returned to
her. Just as he's about to answer her question, "Where have you been?' she
wakes up and he's not there. "It'ssoreal," she says, "that at the very moment
of awakening | have no idea what's happening or where | am, and to return
to redity is sad and cruel after having him in front of me."

"The true picture of the past flits by," as Benjamin expressed a cardina
principle of his philosophy of history, and "even the dead shdl not be sfe
from the enemy if he wins. And this enemy has not ceased to be victorious."
Other nights she races through bush and ravines hunting for her son in piles
of cadavers.

Silencing serves not only to preserve memory as nightmare within the
fastness of the individud, but to prevent the collective harnessing of the
magical power of (what Robert Hertz, in his clasic 1907 essy on the
collective representation of death) caled "the unquiet souls' of the space of
death—the restless souls that return again and again to haunt the living,
such as the souls of those who died violent deaths. This haunting contains
a quotient of magica force that can be channeled by the individua, as you
can witness in the Central Cemetery of Bogota every Monday, the day of
the animas, when masses of people, mainly poor, come to pray for the lost
souls of purgatory, specific or in generai, and by means of this achieve
magicd relief from the problems of unemployment, poverty, faled love, and
sorcery. Summing this up is the image ubiquitous to Colombian falk religion
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Anima Sola

(on sde outside the cemetery, for instance) of the Anima Sola, the Londy
Soul, a young woman, chained hands uplifted and about to be consumed by
fire. Behind her are massive stone walls and a barred door, apparently closed.

What the Mother's of the Disappeared do is to collectively harness this
magica power of the lost souls of purgatory and relocate memory in the
contested public sphere, away from the fear-numbing and crazy-making
fastness of the individua mind where paramilitary death squads and the
State machinery of concealment would fix it. In so courageoudy naming the
names and holding the photographic image of the dead and disappeared, the
mothers create the gpecific image necessary to reverse public and State
memory. As women, giving birth to life, they collectively hold the political
and ritua lifdine to death and memory as well.

The place of the name in terror's tak is the place occupied by literal
language, pre-lapsarian, the God-given world of names. But the name is
aso, as State-ordained identification, an essentid requisite of bureaucratic
procedure. This meeting of God and State in the Name, no less than the
strange laws of reciprocity pertaining to the folk doctrine of Purgatory and
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sin, is aso open to a certain appropriation in what | take to be a particularly
male sphere of interaction between private and public spheres. 1 am referring
to the history recounted (and thus collectivized) to a smdl public gathering
in Bogota by the Colombian Senator Ivan Marulanda of how he had entered
the Medelin offices of the F-2, one of the Colombian Army's many and
ever-changing semi-secret units, to inquire into the whereabouts of a disap-
peared man. v&n was sure they were holding him, and just as surely the
2 denied it. Forcing his way into the cdls, Ivan screamed out the man's
name again and again, for this would be the last possble chance, and, like
a miracle, the disappeared man's voice could be heard caling back. He was

" there. Meanwhile the police had diffused a notice to the press that the man's

body had been found dead on a garbage heap in Medeilin.

And in further connection with naming it should be pointed out that
Ivan Marulanda's name recently appeared on the Medeilin Dezath Ligt, dong
with the names of thirty-three others who have pitted their tak in public
paces againgt offidd talk. The world not only began with naming as with
the origina Adamic language, but may well end with it as well—perversely
essentidist life and death names splicing the arbitrariness of the sign to the
arbitrariness of the state's power.

But what about people like yoursdf caught up in such matters? What
sort of talk have you got? What about mysdf, for that matter?

Talking Terror 5

... and dl the werewolves who exist in the darkness of history and keep dive
that fear without which there can be no rule.

Horkheimer & Adomo, Dialectic of Enlightenment, " The Importance

of the Body."

It was at afriend's place in Bogotd in late 1986 that | first met Roberto. My
friend is a journalist and had told me she was worried about him. Amnesty
International had gotten him a ticket.out of the country, but he had not
used it, and it was said that he was being shunned by his own palitical group
as unstable. He was in his early thirties, an engineer, who in the very poor
neighborhoods in the south of the city had, with a left-wing politica group,
been organizing meetings on silencing—on the repression of human rights.
Together with another of the organizers he had been picked up from the
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meeting by the army at night, taken away, disappeared, and tortured—this
in a country whose army totaly denies its involvement in such activities.
Thus, where the offidd voice can so grikingly contradict redlity, and by
means of such contradiction create fear, does Magicd Redism move into its
martial form. By a miracle he had not been killed when they put him in a
bag, shot him through the head, and Ieft him for dead in a public park. Like
the disappeared that return dive in dreams, he had come back, if not to a
dream, in the strict sense of the term, then certainly to an unred life-state
in which, being living testimony of what the amy was doing, he was in
constant fear of being killed and was forced into hiding while the army
mounted a campaign saying he was nothing more than a "vulgar kidnapper.”
They had taken his papers, without which he couldn't acquire a passport,
and his lawyer was adamant that if he went to the DAS (the Security Police)
to renew his papers he would never leave their offices dive. After one brief
and accurate notice in the country's leading dailies, nothing more had
appeared in the media. And while he was desperately araid of being found,
it was the media that, in his opinion, could keep him dive. He had to keep
his name dive in the same public sphere that could kill him.

A week or so later | bumped into him in the street carrying the morning's
newspaper. He told me he was going to live in Europe, or Canada, in a week.
"Don't you know?' he asked. "'l was disappeared. The army tortured me for
two days then shot me but the bullet passed dong the back of my neck."
His children were with their mother in a piace where there were a lot of
people for protection. On hearing | was leaving for a trip west for a week
or more with my wife and three children he impressed upon me: "Always
make sure that if anything happens to you there will be publicity. Make sure
there are journalists who know where you are going. Don't associate with
anyone on the Left. Just be a tourist." To my confusion he added: "Don't
wear foreign clothes." He had afile on what he cdled "my case,” and | sad
| would like to help.

Around five o'clock one afternoon he caled without giving his name.
"Do you know who is taking?' was his way of saying who he was. He
wanted to meet at a busy supermarket and | went straight away. Approaching
the meeting | began to fed nervous and scanned the cars for police spies.
Everything started to look different, wrapped in the silent isolation of
unknowable or ambiguous significance. He was pacing the pavement and |
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tried to make it look to anyone watching as if it was a ddightful and
unexpected encounter. He not quite so much. | said | had to buy bread. We
entered the supermarket together with many women pushing one another
in a ragged queue at the bread counter. | invited him to our place but he
wanted to go to his so we waked there, in a roundabout way. There was
a public phone on the corner and he asked if | wanted to cdl Rachel, which
struck me as strange and | sad | didn't.

He lived in a basement apartment which, to get into you had to pass
through two doors, one dfter the other, each with two locks. He was clean
and neat in a light brown sports coat and open shirt. The corridor leading
to the apartment was dark and damp and he took a long time to open the
second door. | struggled to find a topic of conversation. We entered into a

vault-like space with a thick corrugated milky-green plastic roof over a tiny
dining place. The apartment had been the courtyard of a three-storied house.
Further inside there was a neatly made dark blue covered double bed with
a white clothes cupboard forming one wall. There were three pairs of shoes
neetly laid out. It was a friend's apartment and he sad he had to leave in

two days. More and more the place gave me the feding of a cage or of a

laboratory, with us both keepers and kept, experimenters and subjects of
someone's experiment.

He sat me down at the tiny table littered with newspaper cuttings and
magazines, a haf-empty bottle of Aguardiente Cnstal, and the remains of a
giant bottle of Coca-Cola. There was one upright chair. "What would you
like?' he asked. "Whatever you've got," | answered. He moved about
awkwardly, groping for something to do, | suppose, and put a cutting in
front of me. Vay tidily blue-inked on the margin it read El Espectador
12.1V.86. There were photos of two young men. The one on the left was
sad to have been killed. The second was sad to be Roberto, but he was
unrecognizable to me without his beard, his mouth bashed wide, and two
policemen watching him as he walked through a door. The article repeated
what my journalist friend had told me about him being disappeared, and
Roberto told me, in wonder, that the very park where the army disposed
of him dead insde the bag was where ten years ago he had crash-landed in
a plane in which dl the passengers died except for him and one other.

As | read, trying to concentrate, | became aware not of being anxious—
that would have been too direct, too honest a sdf-gppraisal of what was
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going on—but of trying to repress wave after wave of foaming fear and
thereby, somehow, merely through the awareness of the force of that
repression, feding in control instead of feaful. | remembered how only
eleven days before, arriving at the airport at night after a year away from
the country, we had been stopped abruptly out on the dark and isolated
highway by men saying they were police. They went through our bags as if
they were tearing them apart, saying they were looking for arms. Luckily
there was a friend in a car behind with the lights on making it, | suppose,
harder for them to screw us around and we were able, after showing them
our papers from the loca university, to resume our journey. "There are
stories going around,” afriend later told me, "of a certain general's bodyguard
dressing up as airport police at night and hitting people up." Other people
sad it was because of a rumor that an important member 'of the M 19
guerrilla had flown in that day. Nobody could explain it, of course, but
inexplicability is not the best thing to acknowledge in these situations of
terror as usua as one fumbles with contradictory advice and rumors. In my
notebook | had jotted down a short time later, having listened to many
friends talking about "the situation"—"It dl sounds so incredibly awful.
And after two days I'm getting used to it." Roberto fussad around, poured
a shot of aguardiente for me and fussed some more with copies of cuttings
concerning his case. He couldn't find his keys, and | redlized that you couldn't
get out without them. Then we found them and he left without a word, the
locks grating—all four of them—Ieaving me done in the white cage whose
door was reinforced on the inside by heavy gauge wire mesh, dso painted
white. | tried to read on, propelled by some dubious notion that this was
being helpful, that this was what he clearly wanted me to do; to witness and
to follow, in retrospect, the trgjectory and ultimate disappearance of his case
and hence his very being through the media trails of the public sphere while
dl the while there was a fluttering sensation which as soon as | was aware

of it went away. It recurred, stronger. | fdt | was being set up. | tried to
read more but my eyes only flicked over the pages. Not a sound. A few
minutes went by. | realized nobody knew where | was other than Roberto.
Why hadn't | caled Rachd? | looked up at the roof. It was only corrugated
plastic. Almost transparent. Surdly easy to break through? But then these
places were built to be burglar-proof, and looking more closdy it didn't
seem that easy. But this was absurd. He'd be back soon. | was a miserable
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coward. | tried to read more of the cuttings. My eye was caught by random
phrases, exacerbating the tension—as if dl that horrific stuff scattered across
the table in the fechle light of the Bogota gloom filtered through the plagtic
was about what was about to happen to me. | had premonitions of how |
would fed and to what desperate lengths | would go if | panicked. | didn't
fed or dlow mysdf to fed panicky at that stage. That was the most curious
thing. | saw mysdf from &ar, as it were, in another world, going crazy, not
knowing what was happening, what was being plotted, what would happen
next, unable to breathe. | looked again at the door with its tough wire.
Immovable. It was raining hard. Every now and then afew drops fdl through
onto my head and neck. | turned back to the crumpled cuttings from the
newspapers and the cheap Xerox copies of letters between ingtitutions and
government agencies and then, truly, waves of panic flooded over me
Lébsolutely unable to move waiting for the police to surge through the door.
Any moment. Dark suits. Machine guns waving. Machismo gaculated in the
underground opera of the State. The handcuffs—esposas, in Spanish, adso
means wives—grinding into your wrists. Later, recounting what had hap-
pened to friends who lived dl their life in Bogata, | was made to redize that
this fear was not without foundation since it is said to be not uncommon
for victims of police or army brutdlity to become informers.

Then the door opened and in came Roberto with a smdl bottle of
aguardiente. | was rdlieved but wanted to leave. The rain drummed down.
Even the elements were againg my leaving. He pulled up a stool by my side
and poured a drink into two tiny olive-green plagtic tumblers. "I'm not a
drunk, Migud," he said, and proceeded to tell me how he was tortured,
how bad it was when they changed the handcuffs for rope, how he fdt like
drowning with the wet towel quffed down his mouth, and what it was like

being in the bag and shot but not killed. He leant his head forward almost
onto my lagp and guided my finger through the hair to the soft bulging
wounds of irregularly dimpled flesh. "Like worshipers with Christ's wounds,"
murmured a friend days later to whom | was telling this.

"Surely the army knows you are here?' | asked. "No!" he replied, "I've
learnt the skills of the urban guerrilla," and reaching for a blue writing pad
he told me that he spent nearly dl his time in the apartment and that he
was writing about his case, trying, for instance, to win the attorney genera
over to his sde and not bdlieve in the campaign of defamation spread by the
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army. The attorney general had served as a judge in the smdl town in
Antiogquia where Roberto had been raised—malnourished from the start, he
noted, in a large peasant family, and unable to wak until he was twenty-
one months old after which, as a teenager, he had become a famous athlete.
All this was in the letter to the attorney general.

He asked what | thought about his case and showed me more correspon-
dence with Amnesty International. | mumbled about people | knew and
ways of getting his story publicized, but | fdt overwhelmed by the situation.
Then he sprung it on me. "Could | stay in your apartment when you leave?'
My heart sank. | so much wanted to help but to have him use the apartment
would be to endanger a whole bunch of other people, beginning with Rachel
and the three kids. J fdt the most terrible coward, especidly because my
cowardice took the form of not being able to tell him that | thought his
situation was too dangerous, for that would tear open the facade of normalcy
that | at least felt we so badly needed in order to continue being and being
together and that he needed to survive. In so many ways | too was an active
agent in the war of dlencing.

| fed terrible and less than human. I've become part of the process which
makes him paranoid and a pariah. | am &fraid of the powers red and imagined
that have tortured and aimost killed him. Even more I'm &frad and sickened
by the inevitability of his paranoiac marginalization, people being suspicious
of his miraculous escape, interpreting it as a Sgn of his possibly being a sy.
And in the state of emergency which is not the exception but the rule, every
possihility is a fact. Being victimized by the authorities doesn't stop with
actual physica torture or the end to detention. In Roberto's "case” that's
only the beginning. In a way he didn't come back to life a dl. He's il
disappeared, and only his case exists to haunt me in this endless night of
terror's talk and terror's slence.

Talking Terror 6

An hour later | wes with my kids a the Moscow Circus, which was
playing in a sports arena by one of the freeways ringing the inner city. It
was unrea enough, but coming on top of the episode at Roberto's it was
devastatingly so. The rain was pelting down outside in the pitch-black night
onto the heads of thin-faced hungry people clamoring for attention sdlling
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candies and peanuts while, in their rough-cut woolen uniforms the police-
perhaps the very ones that had participated in Roberto's disappearance—
maintained order with their sad sullen faces as we moved ingde into another
world where joy and expectancy shone from people's faces, so far from the
fears and suspicions outside. Here we were immersed in quickly shifting
scenes of clowns, trapeze artists, balance, strength, tension, as the performers
spun in their glittering costumes. The pink mobile flesh, firm and muscled,
of the acrobats in their gold and dlver tights made me think of-my finger
on Roberto's wounds. Laughter and wonder rippled through the crowd. But
what | remember most of dl was the beginning. In the shifting tube of light
. bo o b

formed by the spotlight in the immense darkness of the arena, two Colombian
clowns were arguing with one another and in the process beating up a life-
szed femde mannequin. They began to tear the mannequin to pieces and
beet it onto the ground with fury as the crowd laughed. Then the lights
changed, music blared, and a disembodied voice came on:

"In 1986, this year of World Peace, we are proud to present. . . ."

This talk was given to the conference on "Taking Terrorism: Paradigms and Models in a
Postmodern World," organized by the Institute of the Humanities of Stanford University,

February, 1988.
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VIOLENCE AND RESISTANCE
IN THE AMERICAS: THE
LEGACY OF CONQUEST

Keynote address for the Smithsonian Columbus Quincentenary Conference 'Vio-
lence and Resistance in the Americas: The Legacy of Conquest, May 4, 1989

For those of us who spend time wondering if not worrying about the
socid impact of ceremonia and the reproduction of dominant discourses,
codes, and images by means of civic ritual, the Columbus Quincentenary
provides much to think about—especialy if you are part of the knowledge
industry and even more especidly if you are participating, as | am, in a
Quincentennial rite. One of the first things such participation aerts us to,
s0 | believe, is that the truth and knowledge produced by the immense
apparatus of college teaching, research, scholarship, and funding thereof, is
inevitably ritualistic and anchored in remembrance, no matter how scientific,
in the Enlightenment sense of that term, such teaching and research may
be. Therefore, far from being a specid problem, my preoccupation with the
way to represent the phenomenon called Columbus is merely a heightened
versgon of the tenson involved in this confusing yet ubiquitous mixture of
truth with ritual, and ritual with remembrance.

A formative influence on the precise congtitution of this mixture and its
tension is paranoia, as if the make-up of knowledge, the df, and the very
principle of identity itsalf cannot exist without the fantasmic presence of a
feared Other. Today, in tH[s Columbus Quincentenary in the Smithsonian,
one of the First World's great temples of Othering, the Other to be exorcised
in this process of sdf-fashioning is that adulation of the Admira as the Great
Discoverer, an adulation that poeticaly sustains European Imperialism in
the very notion of the newness of the New World.

As againg this verson of Columbus, our being here today perpetuates a
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different image of the New World's meaning for the Old, namely the well-
known Black Legend, so dear to the Protestant Dutch and English critics of
Spanish cruelty and devastation in the Indies. And while it is dmost too essy
to point out that this Black Legend conveniently served the economic
interests of those burgeoning mercantile powers, Britain and Holland, serving
to cover over the oppression their own overseas endeavors entailed, it is a
necessary reminder because in focusng on violence and resistance in the
Americas we do too eedly project onto others unproblematized notions of
violence and resistance that rightfully begin with us. Thus | want to ask what
it means to turn the question away from Others, especidly poor and
powerless Others, and onto ourselves and our own quite violent practices
whereby we figure ourselves through the creation of objects of study. Instead
of making more knowledge industries about violence and about resistance,
what about the politics of violence and resistance in the way we construct
legacies and thereby generate power from the great gamut of stories, offidd
and unofficid, of the violent American past?

The Heights of Machu Picchu

In 1983 | travelled for close to two months with an elderly Ingano
medicine man named Santiago Mutumgjoy from the forested lowlands of
the Putumayo district of southwest Colombia through the highlands of
Ecuador and Peru. With herbs and medicines, ready to take on patients, we
hoped to compare notes with other healers in other locdities so that we
might better understand the ways by which the image of the shaman of the
lowland forests served to further or abate misfortune. After many adventures
and misadventures we found ourselves in the ancient Incan capitd of Cuzco,
and the day before we caught the train to vidt the ruins of Machu Picchu,
the papers were full of the news that archaeologists had at long last discovered
the Incan secret by which the massve stones were so precisaly fashioned
and held together. But hadn't | seen exactly this story when | firgt visited
Cuzco twelve years earlier, in 1971? | started to redize that this constant
puzzling by the authoritative voices of society about purported secrets of
monumental and large-scale Incan construction was itsdf a sort of ritual, an
obsession, a way of defining a sense of mystery about the meaning of the
pre-Huropean, Indian, past so asto control the life of the present. What makes

this defining mystery powerful is that it is part of a virtually unconscious way
of congtituting an aleged essence and originary point in the sacred time of
the nation-state, and with that a particularly enduring notion of America,
defined and perpetuated in the legacy of massve monumentalization of
Indian ruins, nowhere more so than in the iconicity of Machu Picchu itsdf.

| was stunned by Machu Picchu, its sublime grandeur, the warm sunlight
on the brooding quiet of the ruins. Of course | had seen it before, not only
on a vigt but in images adorning glossy magazines the world over. But they
were only copies. Thiswasthered thing. | leant over to my Indian companion
from the woods of the Putumayo, like me, so far from home, and asked him
what he thought of it dl. "Only the rich," he sad phlegmaticaly. "There
weren't any poor people here. These houses were for the rich.” He paused.
"I've seen it before" he casudly added. "These mountains. These stones.
Exactly the same. Severd times.”

"What on earth do you mean?' | was not only incredulous but disap-
pointed. Hadn't | gone to extraordinary lengths to bring him to this extraordi-
nary place discovered if not by Columbus a least by Hiram Bingham and
immortalized by the great poets such as Pablo Neruda with his epic poem,
Alturas de Macchu Picchu? Of course 'discovered isarather salf-servi ng concept
here, recdling Edmundo O'Gorman's displacement of that term by the
concept of the invention, not the discovery, of America. After dl there were
people tilling the fields of Machu Picchu when Bingham was guided there
in 1911. What the 'discovery' of Machu Picchu amounted to was that loca
knowledge was exploited, providing the stepping stone to its erasure within
a universdizing narrative constructing America, a narrative in which the
ruins would achieve not merely sgnificance but magnificence. One can
hardly imagine poor Indians cultivai ng corn and potatoes on the terraces of
Machu Picchu today! Yet as testimony to the precious and fleeting moment
whereby invention becomes discovery, Bingham's book captures just that
instant when real live Indians worked the soil of Machu Picchy, converting
its terraces to their immediate needs. Among a dozen or so photographs
depicting the discovery, Bingham has an arresting shot of two Indian women
he met living there (p. 41). They have been posed standing barefoot on the
spindly grass againgt great polygona blocks of white granite of what he caled
the Memorial Temple of the Three Windows. In their rough woolen clothes
with their respectful yet quizzicd gaze back at us, these women seem no less

The Legacy of Conquest
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rugged and timeless than the stones of memory themselves, but completely
dwarfed by them.

"Yes, when | wes heding with yage" the old Indian man from the
Putumayo was saying, "l saw it al before, dl these diffs dl these stones.”

| was taken aback. Yage is the most important medicine in the Putumayo.
It comes from a vine in the forest and with its visions, the hedler, as much
as the sick person who dso drinks it, can obtain insight into the cause of
serious misfortune and power to overcome it. Such power, however, does
not necessarily come from seeing the causes of misfortune but instead can
come from having a particular image, apinta or painting as it is referred to
commonly, and one of the ways of becoming a healer is to buy such pintas.
Thus when the old hedler sad that he had seen Machu Picchu in his yage-
induced visioning, you have to understand that this means something more
than merely seeing something, because it is potentially an empowering and
even a curing image.

[o] [o]

How wonderful, 1 thought, in the very remoteness of his lowland forests
the old man able to see this incredible place by means of mydtical insights
given to the guardians of ancient American shamanic lore. It made me
curious. | wanted to better ascertain his connection to this Machu Picchu
place high in the sun and the cold wind, so ponderoudly ill in the muteness
of its massve stones. Like a flash it occurred to me. "Look at the sze of
those stones,” | said. "How was it ever possble to build like that?' | was
echoing the newspaper, evoking national discursive formations much bigger
than my own limited imaginings.

"That's essy to explain," he replied without so much as a blink. "The
Spanish built dl this." And he waved his arm in a peremptory gesture
encompassing the great visa

"What do you mean?' | fechly responded. | felt cheated.

"It was with whips," he sad in a digtinctly disinterested tone. "The
Spanish threatened the Indians with the whip and that's how they carried
those stones and set them in place.”

As far as he was concerned this was a thoroughly unremarkable event,
just as Machu Picchu itsdf was unremarkable. "That's exactly what the
Spanish did to my father-in-law,” he added. "An Indian went and told them
that he was a sorcerer and so they punished him by making him carry stones
to build their church. They said they'd whip him if he didn't do what they

Legacy of Conquest
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ordered. His wife and children followed him dong the path dso carrying
stones.”

For my old Indian friend, at least, there was no mystical secret of ancient
Indian technology. To the contrary, the mysticism lay with the need the
wider world has to monumentalize the pre-European, Indian, past. For him
these glorified ruins were monuments to racism and the colonial authority
to widd the whip. And in so far as his yage-inspired dream-image of the
ruins was a curing image—as it most definitely is for the world at large—
it is probably because of a degp-seated complicity on his part with that
authority, usng rather than smply resisting it. Here, at this point where
meanings collide and thought is arrested, we should saize the opportunity
to sort out our ideas about violence, resistance and the legacy of conquest.

Dream-Work

The old man's perception certainly caught me off balance, and | would
assume it is unsettling for most of you, too. There is more than a touch of
blasphemy here, so reverentially has the mightly Machu Picchu been impres-
sed into our hearts.

Come up with me, American love.

Kiss these secret stones with me.

The torrential silver of the Urubamba

Makes the pallen fly to its golden cup.

The hollow of the bindweed's maze,

The petrified plant, the inflexible garland,

Soar above the silence of these mountain coffers.

Thus, the poem of the esteemed Neruda, his finest work, according to
his translator, Nathaniel Tarn, imaging the epic of al America in the stones
of Machu Picchu, the city of the dead.

Raisd like a chalice

In dl those hands: live, dead, and tilled,

Aloft with so much death, a wall, with so much life,
Struck with flint petals: the everlagting rose, our home.
This reef on the Andes, its glacid territories.

And it is with pain and remorse for the suffering occasioned by the
construction of Machu Picchu that the poet shall bring his poem to an end.

And leave me cry, hours, days, and years,

Blind ages, stellar centuries.

And give me silence, give me water, hope.

Give me the struggle, the iron, the volcanoes.

Let bodies cling like magnets to mv body.

Come quickly to my veins and to my mouth.
Spesk through my speech, and through my blood.

Yet the Indian healer from the Putumayo forests resist this mighty

nostalgia that converts the tears occasioned by self-castigation into a life-
b Jo

stream of blood and words presumed to make common cause through the
ruins with the travail of the Indian past, sentiments which had such an
impact on the Peruvian government that it decorated Neruda in person.
"My poem, AhurasdeMacchu Picchu,™
on to become part of Peruvian life; perhaps in those lines | had expressed
sentiments that had lain dormant like the stones of that remarkable structure”
(p. 324). But not only capitalist governments warmed to those sentiments.
Che Guevara was aso a great admirer of the poem. Neruda tells us that Che
would read the Canto General, of which the Alturas de Macchu Picchu is a
sgnificant part, to his guerrilkros a night in the Sierra Maestra in eastern
Cuba Years later, after Che's death a the hands of the Bolivian government
and the CIA, Neruda was told that in his campaign in Bolivia, Che carried
but two books, a math book and the Canto General (p. 323).

The question arises, however, as to what sort of identity is being forged
through such a representation of Machu Picchu—and on behdf of whom?
For is not Neruda's a distinctly European, let us say a Columbus-derived,
vison of the New World's rawness vis-a-vis civilizetion as a mixture of
mathematics and epic verse? In which case one might want to ak what it
then means to reawaken, as Neruda in his 1974 Nobe prize acceptance
speech defined the poet's task, the old dreams which degp in statues of
stone in the ruined ancient monuments, in the wide-stretching slence in

planetary plains, in dense primeva forests, in rivers which roar like thunder?
For might it not turn out that these were dl dong the colonist's dreams? In
which case the further question might be fairly put as to what other discourse
is there, anyway, that is not hopdesdy rigged by those dreams and the

writesNerudain hisMemoirs, "had gone
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history such dreams underlay? Can the subaltern spesk? Can we speak, let
alone weep, for the subaltern? Or does our task lie elsawhere? Here indeed
lies the issue of resistance.

This is why | think the old man's flash of memory and interpretation of
the meaning of Machu PFicchu is dgnificant for us, gathered together to
discuss violence and resistance in the legacy of the conquest of America. A
mere fragment, whole in its partiaity, unheroic yet capacious, coolly blood-
less and tearless, drastically unmystical yet dependent on shamanic flights of
vison and dreaming, his is quintessentially the margina discourse that eludes
essentidization in the outrageoudy carefree way it snakes through the
semantic mills of colonia subject-positioning—at the cost, of course, of the
ambiguities of indeterminacy, the charge of ignorance as to true history, and
the political isolation that absorbs margind discourse. As the object of
colonia knowledge-making and representation, which in fact gives him, just
like Machu Picchu itsdlf, much of his shamanic power, this particular Indian
stands deafer than any stone to these heartfelt appeds to the Indian past for
a contemporary national if not continental identity on the part of states or
revolutionary projects. He turns our expectations upside down, no matter
how sophisticated or cynica we might be, and what is more he seems to do
this in a relaxed and even unthinking sort of way, not trying to shock or
conscioudly resist the frames into which history and our expectations would
hold him as feg as the stones of Machu Picchu itsdf. And in this unintention-
dity of his, | take his cryptic style of montage to be of paramount importance
for its pointed effect on us.

The Meaning of Context: Mediation and Montage

As such the old man's style cannot be separated from its context, a
context that merely begins with the magnificent heights of the Machu Picchu
Jo o] o

and extends, through me, the conveyer of this story, to this other, quite
different magnificence, of the Smithsonian with which it istoday, by virtue of
this Quincentenary, indissolubly, instrumentally and symbolically, connected.
Thus | want to stress context not as a secure epistemic nest in which our
knowledoge eggs are to be sa‘dJy hatched, but context as this other sort of

connectedness incongruoudy spanning times and juxtaposing spaces so far
apart and so different to each other. | want to stress this because | bdieve
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that for a long time now the notion of contextualization has been mystified,
turned into some sort of tdisman such that by ‘contextualizing' socia
relationships and history, as the common apped would have it, Sgnificant
mastery over society and history is guaranteed—as if our understandings of
socid reations and history, understandings which constitute the fabric of
such context, were not themsealves fragile intellectual constructs posing as
robust redlities obvious to our contextuaizi ng gaze. Thus the very fabric of

the context into which things are to be inserted, and hence explained, turns
out to be that which most needs understanding! This seems to me the first
mistake necessary for faith in contextualization. The second one is that the
notion of context is so narrow. It turns out in Anthropology and History
that what is invarigbly meant by appeds to contextudize is that it is the
socid relationships and history of the Other that are to form this talisman
cdled the context that shdl open up as much as it pins down truth and
meaning.

| sy, to the contrary, that this is a deeply mystifying political practice in
the guise of Objectivism, and that first and foremost the procedure of
contextualization should be one that very conscioudy admits of our presence,
our scrutinizing gaze, our socid relationships and our enormoudly confused
understandings of history and what is meant by history.

This is not autobiography. This is not narcissigtic sdf-indulgence. It is
& r b

neither of these things because first it opens up to a science of mediations—
neither Sdf nor Other but their mutual co-implicatedness—and second
because it opens up the colonid nature of the intellectual relationship to
which the contextual ized other has for so long been subjected.

It is dso montage—the juxtaposition of dissmilars such that old habits
of mind can be jolted into new perceptions of the obvious. In fact we
have been surreptioudly practisng montage dl dong in our historica and
anthropological practices, but so deeply immersed have we been in tying
one link in a chain to the next, creating as with rosary beads a religion of
cause and effect bound to a narrative ordering of redity, that we never saw
what we were doing, so spellbound were we by our narrativizing—and thus
we repressed one of the very weapons which could residt, if not destroy,
intellectual colonization and violence.

Therefore, if it is the ingtitution of Anthropology in the context of this
Columbus Quincentenary ritual that allows me to act as the conveyor of an
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old man's perception of monumentalized ruins, and thus jump-cut and splice
gpace and time, abutting context with context, Machu Ficchu with the
Smithsonian, then this has now to be seen as its own style of neo-colonial
montage—a non-Euclidean ordering of space and time that we took so for
granted that we didn't even sec it. All ethnographic practice is blindly
dependent on this cutting and splicing, abutting context to context, them
to us. The task now is to bring this to conscious awareness, which | choose
to do by thinking about the old man's style of montage—part of my point
being that | think you will not easly accept it.

For surely it has struck you as interesting, if not bewildering and paradoxi-
cal, how wrong he is as regards space and time, yet how unsettling he is
with regards to the truth-effect of his statements? He must be mightily
wrong when he says he has seen Machu Ficchu in his yage-stimulated dreams
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and visions. Although we can accompany the poet, and my ethnographic
textual representation, for some reason we cannot accompany the hesler
from the forest on such vagt southbound flights of the eye in an instant of
time across hundreds of miles of Andean cloud forest. And as regards time,
he is decidedly anachronistic in his notion of the Spanish and the timing and
nature of what we call, as in this Columbus Quincentenary, "the conquest."
For the Spaniards he is referring to are the Capuchin Fathers from Igualada,
close to Barcelona, Spain, serving as missionaries in the Putumayo from 1900
onward and whom the Indians referred to aslos Espanbl es. Thus, owing to
particularities and coincidences of a locd history, the old man has collgpsed
three centuries of what figures as American history into a flashing instant of
time, a monad, in which the ruins are emblematic of recurrent neo-colonia
violence practiced on Indian labor, Indian land, and on the very concept and
image of what it means to be designated as Indian. What, | fed compelled
to ask, might this sort of historiography—for it is certainly history in the
graphic mode—teach us?

Monuments create public dream-space in which, through informa and
often private rituals, the particularities of on€e's life makes patterns of
meaning. These patterns are neither terribly conscious nor totalizing but
instead contain oddly empty Spaces cgpable of obtuse and contradictory
meanings swirling side by side with meaning reified in objects such as the
famous stones of Machu Picchu set into the sublime landscape of the Andes.
What we daydream about in places like these may well contain images and
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strands of images that are a good ded more ideologicaly potent than what
we get directly in school or from the Church and political doctrine, but at
the same time this very capacity of the monumentalizing day-dream to
deepen and strengthen ideology rests upon the existence of strategic vacuities
and switch-points that can radicaly subvert ideology and the authority
sugtained. A dte like Machu Picchu is a sacred dte in a civic rigion in
which day-dreaming naturalizes history and historicizes nature. Think back
for a moment to the first photographs of Machu Picchu as frame-frozen
images of this dua process, the photograph, for instance, of the Indian
women dwarfed by the great granite block, rugged yet precisely worked and
thus poised between nature and culture, on the threshold of history where
invention becomes discovery itsdf. The compelling narrations that make
nations, no less than worlds like the New World, utilize this day-dreaming
capacity to naturalize history as in stones and Indians, and, cohversely, to
historicize nature as in reading a history into those stones and those Indians.
Hence the heartfelt rhetoric to make the stones of history and the Indian
gpesk, and in lieu of that, spesk for them and channel the day-dream into
waking consciousness. In this regard Machu Picchu is one of the New
World's great sites, perhaps its greatest, for rendering the collective dream-
work that naturadlizes America and holds the American project in creative
tension with the Primitivism it requires and daily reproduces.

And this is why the old Indian hedler's yagé dream-vision perception of
the ruins of history is important. Not only because it so easily shrugs aside
that Primitivism and hence the Great American Project. Nor because in o
doing it creates a discourse counter to the officd voices and authorized
versions and representations of the past. Surely dl of that. Rut more impor-
tant ill is that his dream-vision so disturbingly engages with our day-
dreaming precisdly where we have been mobilized as Subjects—indeed
professional Anthr-opologizing Subjects—for the American Project. For in
my very attempt to use him as a true Indian voice, he disarmingly dislodges
that cssentidization. That is the crucia point. His dreaming catches and
tugs precisdly where the strategic vacuities and switch-points exist in the
understructurc of our dominant discourses, and in doing so has the effect
of dl good montage, which is to shock patterns of connections into quite
different patterning, capturing what Stanley Mitchell cdls in this regard the
infinite, sudden or subterranean connections of dissmilars, catching our
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breath, so to speak. All of which is to ask, what then? Where will this breath
go? What song will we go on to gng if not the Canto General?

fc> o

The Mothers of the Disappeared: Dialectic
at a Standstill

It is here where | want to move from the dl too eloquent silence to which
the dead of the ruins of Machu Picchu have been subjected, to consider the
role of the mothers of the disappeared vis-a-vis the violent silencing enacted
by State terror in much of Lain America over the past decade.

First | want to point out that what | think is extremely important in their
activity is that they contest the State's attempt to channd the tremendous
moral, and indeed magica, power that the dead hold over the living,
epecidly those who die (or disappear) due to violent or mysterious circum-
stances—those whom Robert Hertz in 1907 called the souls of the "unquiet
dead" forever impinging on the land of the living. As | seeit, in assassnating
and disappearing people, and then denying and enshrouding the disappear-
ance in a cloud of confusion, the State (or rather its armed and policing
forces) does not am at destroying memory. Far from it. What is amed at
is the relocation and refunctioning of collective memory. It is of fundamental
importance to grasp this point. The State's interest is in keeping memory of
public politica protest, and memory of the sadigtic and cruel violence
unleashed againg it, aive! (Foucault's notion of control through norm,

through normalization, could not be more irrdlevant. Combining violence
with law, the State in Latin America rules through the strategic art of
abnormalizing. It is Katka and Bataille who are relevant here.) The memory
of protest, and the violence enacted againg it by the State, best serves the
offidd forces of repression when the collective nature of that memory is
broken, when it is fragmented and located not in the public sphere but in
the private fastness of the individual sdf or of the family. There it feeds fear.
There it feeds nightmares crippling the capacity for public protest and
spirited intelligent opposition. And that is why the actions of the mothers
of the disappeared strike me as so important. For they create a new public
ritual whose am is to dlow the tremendous moral and magica power of
the unquiet dead to flow into the public sphere, empower individuas, and
chalenge the would-be guardians of the Nation-State, guardians of its dead

as wdl asits living, of its meaning and of its destiny. And it is this that lies
behind Walter Benjamin's injunction (in his "Theses on the Philosophy of
History™") that "even the dead will not be sofe from the enemy if he wins.
And this enemy has not ceased to be victorious."

| think that Benjamin would have conceived this resurrection of the dead
from the privatized interior of the Sdf into the public sphere as a movement
creating a shock, the dialectic at a standstill. At other times he referred to
this didectic as a messanic cessation of time, equivalent to what he cdled
"a revolutionary chance in the fight for the oppressed past." You can sense
the awesome potential of this shock in the diaectic of redity and illuson
occurring within the isolated fastness of the dreaming sdf as you ligten to
Fabiola Lalinde, for instance, speaking of her son last seen being boarded by
the Colombian army onto a truck in October, 1984. Now he returns to her
in her dreams. Just as he's about to answer her question, "Where have you
been?' she wakes up. "It's so real," she says, "that at the very moment of
awakening | have no idea what's happening or where | am, and to return
to redlity is sad and cruel after having him in front of me." The true picture
of the past flits by. Gone. Other nights she dreams of running through bush
and ravines, searching piles of cadavers. What is more, her son returns in
dreams to her friends and neighbors too.

As | scan this thread connecting the purgatorial space of the disappeared
with the recuperation of collective memory by the mothers of the disappeared
in various Latin American countries, | see the way by which an essentidist
view of woman has been radicaly refunctioned by women in relation to the
State, pardld to the way the old Indian heder from the Putumayo refunc-
tioned Machu Picchuism. Such refunctioning of assumed essences is part of
the struggle for the definition of the past, as it flashes forth involuntarily in
an image & a moment of danger. As | understand this refunctioning with
reference to the mothers of the disappeared and current State terror in Latin
America, these women are wresting from the State its use of woman to not
only embody the nation and the people in a moment of intense political
crisis, but the embodiment of memory itsdf at that precise moment when
it is the a@m of the State to bury collective memory in the frightened fastness
of the individua soul. This can be seen by juxtaposing in the form of a
diaectical image two uncannily similar yet radically different photographs,
the one presented by Hiram Bingham in his book on the discovery of Machu
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Picchu, portraying two Indian women posed in front of an immense granite
slab said to belong to the temple of memory (p. 41) and, for comparison,
the photograph from Hernan Vidal's book, Dar la vida por la vida, depicting
two women who, on the 18th of April, 1979, together with fifty-seven other
people, mainly women, chained themselves to a national monument, namely
the Chilean Congress.

In the former photograph Indian women have been posed to register, so
it seems to me, not merely the discovery of the ruins by the mister from the
First World, but a powerful sense of almost natural connectedness of the
present to antiquity. In the Chilean image, however, the constellation of
women, memory, and the cternalization of the present in the past has been
radically broken apart and reconsteilated through a courageous and inventive
ritualization of monumentalized public space—the space which Vida defines
as the most heavily charged with Chilean constitutional history. Bearing
photographs of the disappeared, these women (and a few men) have placed
their very bodies as symbols of a people enchained against that which would
try its utmost to use the symbols of woman and family to sustain the
Patriarchal State and Capitalism and therewith justify State terror. The
interweaving of individual and collective memory created by this counter-
ritualization of public monuments can unleash feelings of self-confidence
which in turn inspire visions and joy—as we hear in the words of one of
the participants.

The Legacy of Conquest

With dl the nervousness of the night before, | dreamt of my disappeared
husband. | dreamt that there was knocking at the door and then he
entered. | fdt indescribable joy and knelt in thanks a seeing him. He
looked just the same as when he was arrested on the 29th of April, with
his blue clothes, just as he was, with his grey hair going bald, with his
smile, his smdl teeth. | fet him in the bed. | fdt him in my arms. And
when | awoke, with my arm like this, embracing my loved one, 1 saw that
there was nothing by my side. | quickly sad to mysdf, "He's gone to
the bathroom." But then redity brusquely returned and | redlized that
everything | had experienced that night wes just a dream. | arose early
and happy. In dl the actions, not only this one, | have a vision. That the
day following, in a quarter of the city, a married couple will wake to see
in the newspaper a photo of us in a hunger strike or chained, and they
will fed good, they will be joyful because someone is showing the face of
the people, someone is keeping the fight going (Vidd p. 132).

Our Move

At which point | fed it far to ask about us. What do we do from this point
on? Carry out more studies of other people's resistance? Surely not. For while
it is crucial that the whole world be informed of injustice when it occurs, and
makes that injustice its concern, surely part of that concern should now be
with the whole Western project of self-fashioning through constructing the
Third World Other as an object of study? Surely it is this project that has to be
radically rethought and refunctioned? To deny the authority once invested in
the memory of Columbus in favor of a project to consider violence—aways
elseawhere—and resistance—always by the poor and powerless, strikes me as
running the risk of continuing the eer]y colonia project but under a libera
guise made dl the more deceitful by the rhetoric of Enlightenment science, as
in the apped s for an ethnographic practice which strives to'grasp the natives
world and point of view—for their own good, of course!

In place of such grasping | think this great occasion of the Columbus
Quincentenary can serve as the time to begin the long overdue task of
rcfunctioning Anthropology as a First World pursuit—just as the old healer
refunctioned the meaning of the past monumentalized by its ruins, just as
the mothers release the power of the spirits of the disappeared so as to wrest
tradition awvay from a conformism that is about to overpower it.

Such a refunctioning of Anthropology would have to turn its resolute
gaze away from the poor and the powerless to the rich and the powerful—

51




The Nervous System

52

to current military strategies of "low intensity warfare" as much as to the
role of memory in the cultural constitution of the authority of the modern
State. After al, who bendfits from studies of the poor, especidly from their
resstance? The objects of study or the CIA? And surdly there is more than
an uncomfortable grain of truth in the assartion that in studying other

o Jo
people's resistance, heroic or Brechtian, one is substituting for one's own
sense of inadequacy? For dl the tak of giving voice to the forgotten of
history, to the oppressed, and the margind, it is of course painfully obvious
that the screen onto which these voices are projected is dready fixed—and
that it is this screen, not the voices, where the greatest resistance lies, which
is why something more is required than the injunction to study up instead
of down, or to study the political economy of the world system rather than
locd meanings. For what such smplistic injunctions overlook is precisdly
our profound entanglement and indeed self-congtituting implication in that
screen of interpretation which in itsdf is the great arena where world history,
in its violence as in its easy harmonies, in its sexualities and National-State
formations, folds into rules of customarv sense.

Ye | do not think, just as Hegd in his parable of the Master and the
Save did not think, that such scrutiny can be undertaken alone. To assume
it could, would be to fly in the face of what | take to be axiomatic as to the
dependence of being on other. What is more, there are too many ghosts to
be settled, too much violent history to be reworked, which is why | have
tonight fdt impelled to invoke two powerful imeges of constructed Others
whose place in fashioning universal history has been profound beyond
words—namely, the woman as mother, embodiment of memory and the
people, and the Indian as heder of the American project. In invoking their
presence | have not tried to spesk for them, whatever that might mean. Nor
have | madeit my god to carry out what in Anthropology and History iscalled
contextudization and thereby "explain" them, whatever that might mean.
What | have tried to dlow is for their voices to create in the context of our
hearing contradictory images, diaectica images | will cal them, inwhich their
attempts to redress the use of themsalves as mnemonics for the vast projects
of building other selves, white mae sdves. Nation-States, and America itsdf,
bring our own expectations and understandings to a momentary standstill—
and thereby present uswith the opportunity, if not the necessity, to commence
the long overdue discovering of the New World in place of its invention.

| g = 4oy
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AN AUSTRALIAN HERO

This is a type of fary tae, a very modern one to be sure, which engages
with a point of view laid out by Walter Benjamin fifty years ago concerning
the function of the fary tale in combating the forces of mythology. In his
essay on "The Storyteller," Benjamin says that the fary tae tels us of the
earliest arrangements that mankind made to shake dof the nightmare which
myth had placed upon its chest. In the figure of the fodl, the tale shows us
how mankind can act dumb before the myth, and the wisest thing it teaches
is to meet the forces of the mythica world with courage, high spirits, and
cunning—the characteristics, by and large, that Benjamin sngled out as
making up the hero of a Brecht play.' Think of Mother Courage and of Gay
Gay, let done of the Good Soldier Schwelk of whom Brecht was so fond.
Of course, these are hardly heroes in either the dasscd or the modern
sense, but then maybe our sense of "tragedy” with which the hero is so
intertwined gives us too mythic a sense of evil which it is nowadays the task
of the ordinary person—the Brechtian "hero"—to suffer as an everyday

occurrence.

The hero | want to tell you about is an Augtrdian man, old, rather dedf
and with poor eyesight, who came from the bush and served as a horseman
and then in the trenches with the Augtralian and New Zedland Army Corps,
the ANZACS, in WWI. The tale he tells is worth retelling. | think, because
of what it may teach us about ways to deflate the heroism that is used by
the dtate to invigorate if not invent traditions that make for a culture of
nationalism—a culture, of course, that once set, becomes a powerful tool
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in the arsend of socid control, used not only by the state but aso one which
we non-heroes practice daily over oursglves too.

And here it needs emphasizing how Austraian nationdism is faefully
invested in-the mythology of war, notably the sacrifice and defeat of the
Gdllipoli campaign in the Middle Hagt in WWI. In this society where there
exigts little by the way of God, virtudly no enlivening of private or public
life by ritual, no spirits of faries or hobgoblins, no Day of the Dead or
Halloween or Saints Days, phantoms or bugaboos, and no founding myth of
origin nor purgetive revolutionary bresk from its coloniad master, it is
sngularly the task of the war memoria to give society's officd voice its
transcendant tone. (Indeed, the quintessential® Augtrdian hero of D'Arcy
Niland's 1955 Austraian novel, Shiralee, is a drifter described as "a man of
thirty-five, built like a cenotaph, squat and solid").

How deeply nationalism is part of us, how deeply it invests our being as
socid being, isa crucidly important and vexing question. Much of anthropol-
ogy concerned with symbol, ritual, and narrative, from Victor Turner to
Michd Foucauiit, for example, claims something like an organic unity between
the sed of the symbol and the wax of the recipient, between the discourse
and the citizen. The Romantic aesthetics of symbol, from Hege and Goethe
onwards, and the structuralism of de Saussure converge on this point, and
it is the task of the soldier's tale to take the weight of the myth off our
chest by reminding us that nevertheless there exists some space between
meaning and its object, and that indeed the dgn is arbitrary in a decidedly
political sense and because of politics. Y¢, it is important to note, | fed,
that if the soldier's tale serves in some way to de-mythologize and hence de-
narrativize history, it dso serves to re-enchant the world, to invest the notion
of heroism, for instance, with new meanings that crack open the reified
exterior with which its usage by the state has wrapped it in medals and
decorations.

And this, | bdieve, brings us back to the notion not just of the fairy tale
but to what Walter Benjamin called the didecticd fary tale, both demythify-
ing and re-enchanting, de-fetishizing and de-reifying, usng the cunning of
reason as in the fary tale, to trick mythic powers. In her exegess of
Benjamin's Arcade Project, Susan Buck-Morss describes his conception of
such a tae in oppositional cultura practice as one in which

An Australian Hero

The dreaming collective of the recent pest gopeared as a degping giant
reedly to be avakened by the present generation, and the mythic powers
of both [the recent pest and the present generations] dream dtates were
dfirmed, the world re-enchanted, but only in order to bresk out of
history's mythic spell, in fact by regppropriating the power bestowed on
the objects of mess culture as Utopian dream symbols?

And such a proposal assumed that in our age of commodity culture that
collective symbolic meaning is transferred to new generations not through
stories, myths, or fairyteles but through things, namely the commodities we
buy, sometimes sdl, and in a very limited way, can be said to produce.

Which brings us to how | met the old soldier—through the market
mechanism of my answering an advertissment in a Sydney daily paper in
1981 concerning a Holden car For Sale. There are many ways, now | think
back, of conceptualizing that encounter of buyer, seller, and commodity, but
one a least deserves mention; the old Australian ANZAC, the new Australian,
mysdf, not only in a junior generation to the soldier but dso the child of
what in Augrdia came to be cdled 'New Australians as my parents were
Audtrian refugees from WWII; and thirdly a different sort of Audtrdian, the
commodity in question itself, namely the Holden automobile—nothing lessthan
Augtraias first own caf, as the advertisements put out by Generd Motors of
the USA proudly proclaimed in the late 1940s when | was eight years old
and barely able to read such things. In the market, fashion sustains the notion
of history as progress, but the child reverses this so that the new is located
in mythic time and adds to the treasure house of ur-symbols. "At first,
granted, the technologically-new gives the effect of beingljust that," wrote
Benjamin in the notes to his never-completed Arcades Project,

But dready in the next childhood memory it changes its characteridtics.
Bvay child accomplishes something greet, something irreplacesble for
humanity. BEvary childhood, through itsinterests in technologica phenom-
eng, itscurioity for dl sorts of inventions and mechinery, binds technolog-
icd achievement onto the old world of symbols*

From the outset the old soldier, whose name was Sid, called me Kev, short
for Kevin. Nothing | said would budge him in this, and with the passage of
time, as our conversation knitted its way through our negotiating, | came to
settle with my new identity as some sort of quintessential Austrdian pastoral-
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proletarian name, as Sd explained why he had to sl the Holden to which
he was 0 attached.

Despite his faling eyesight and venerable age it had been possible for
him, through friends, to fiddle a renewal of his driver's license every year
by going to the state of Queendand, just across the border from where he
had spent much of his life with cattle and horses. Queendand, it might be
mentioned, has a reputation amongst the liberd intelligentsa for being "the
deep north” on account of the corruption and racism which appear to have
continued unabated from the times when "blackbirding" or kidnapping of
Padific I1danders was done to procure cheap labor and when Queendand
threatened to assume imperid status by annexing parts of New Guinea. It
was, | believe, with the 2nd Audtralian Light Horse Regiment, drawn largdy
from Queendand, that Sd had served in the Augtrdian Imperia Force, the
AIF, an army, it may be noted, under the command of Lord Kitchener,
Secretary of War of His Mgesty's Government of Great Britain. Perhaps it
was through old soldier friends that Sd had managed to trick the law; but
now, law aside, he had to admit as he gingerly took me for a test drive aong
the quiet streets of a weli-manicured South Sydney lower middle class
suburb, that he was unssfe at just about any speed.

It was truly a fine car, that Holden, six cylinders of throbbing power,
fully automated, and in the sort of immaculacy that you find only among
people who have never owned a car before and treasure it as an extension
of themsalves. Advertised as "Australia's Own," it had in fact come from
the "States" (as the USA is called) in the late 1940s, to a people without a
TV or private svimming pools, let alone much by the way of cars. Why! In
the suburb where | lived in Sydney there wasn't even a sewage system, and
a couple of men came by each week in a truck to carry away the night-soil.
Sill, dl things considered, we dl knew we lived in the best possible country
with the best of everything, including scenery and toilet facilities. When
people took their once-upon-alifetime trip "overseas' (to Europe, obligato-
rily England, occasiondly the USA) the first thing they'd tell you about was
the shocking state of the bathrooms in Itav or France. As for the States! It
reeked of artifice to the extent that it assumed a threat to masculinity, what
with dl that air-conditioning, show of emotion, and that baroque chrome
dripping off their automobiles! It reminded one of the distinctions we
schoolkids used to hear and repeat about "our" troops and the "Yanks' (as

the US soldiers were caled) up on the infamous-sounding Kokoda trail in
New Guinea in WWII where the Aussies did dl the fighting and had little
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more than their wits and bare hands while the flabboy Yanks trailed behind
saturated with coca-cola and ice-cream.

Ye here we were with the economic boom of the fifties about to burst
forth and no less than what was to be our own Aussie car fabricated on our
shores but displaying those same curaveous American lines we so heartily
despised. There was a sort of colonial semiotic of car design constituting our
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traffic with the trim little boxy British bodies up till then ruling the roost (p.
58). Perhapsthe contradi ction was made sweet for usby the plannersat General
Motors who, in creating the Holden, augtraianized the design, making it less
flasy and more toughly austere and prim a the same time, hence more in
keeping with the older colonia relationship of the Ausse bushman and the
British Empire. But, of course, it needed the changes in the design of interna-
tional capitalism to make this a living and aestheticdly effective contrast—a
contrast that amounted to an archaeology of colonid relationships writ into
automobile bodies with the older British layer now serving as an aesthetic
modification to the new and developing American infrastructure.

It was truly remarkable, looking back, how essly the Holden was accepted
as "Australias Own." "It has become recognized,” writes Sr Lary Hartnett,
managing director of Genera Motors Holden during the crucia planning
stages, as "the car for Austrdia, made in Austrdia by Austrdians® In the
USA it was Democracy, as put by Lincoln. In Audrdia it was something
even better—the automobile as nationa symbol representing independence,
freedom, equality (Since the one type of car was meant for everyone!) and,
so superbly in the case of Sid's later model, finger-tip automated control.
From being a country that, as we kids were told, rode on the sheep's back.
Augtrdia was now set to be taken for a ride in the Holden, with al
the connotations of progress, mechanization, and national independence it
represented. Why! As Sr Larry Hartnett points out, in his book Big Wheels
and Little Wheels, it was by building the Hoiden that we were able to obtain
TV (with oversess funds made available by not importing cars)! ® But perhaps
the most truly Australian thing about the car was not as widely recognized
as it might have been: namely the three million Australian pounds put up
by the Audtrdian Labour Party Government, then headed by Ben Chifley,
so that GM could proceed not only to make the Holden but dso fabulous
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"Trim Little Boxy British Bodies"

sums of money without investing a cent.* The most widely circulated picture
of the firg Holden shows Prime Minigter Chifley in a reverential pose by
the right fender with his hat in hand as if in church. Subsequent modifications
of this further develop the idea of an icon until something quite holy emerges.
The only other picture of the first Holden in the brochure put out by Genera
Motors Holden (The Holden Story) has two young women no |ess curvaceous
than that very same fender (p. 60). But Sr Lary Hartnett's views of the
car'simportance were more prosaic, athough he was well aware of nationalist
aesthetics.” His major concern was to provide Audtrdia with an industry
that could absorb the vast amounts of manpower, industria capital, and
technical skill made possible by WWII and its cessation. Otherwise, he
argued, "we would be risking a national economic disaster," and he pointed
out that "from the employment point of view, the making of motor cars
provides endlessjobs. A car is like shoe leather: both begin to wear out from
the day they firgt hit the road."* So much for the holy icon. So much for
the beautiful women.

PP b
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Fishermens Bend, November 29, 1948. The Prime
Minister of Audtralia, Right Hon. ]. B. Chifley,

beside the first Australian mass produced car which
he named 'Holden." A total of 120402 132.5 cubic
inch six cylinder 48/215 Holden sedans were built.
The original price was £733 ($1,466) including tax.
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Twenty-five years after the first Holdens came out they were subject to
nationwide nostalgia as in the film FJ Holden, together with a variety of
artworks, thereby joining other recently celebrated icons of Australian iden-
tity: the kangaroo, the koda bear, and the aborigine. In their blending nature
with culture so as to "naturalize” the latter and establish a sense of deeply
rooted and even primeva identity, these icons can be seen, perhaps, as
forming a series in which the Holden, as the latest, dgnifies not merely the
transition from the bush to the modern urban and mechanical age but dso
and therewith indicates the profound connection between invented images
of the archaic and of the modern—a point Benjamin made repeatedly about
commodities.

| had plenty of time, if not exactly leisure, to admire the Holden as Sid,
with the patience of Job, drove at a snail's pace from stop sgn to stop sign,
feding rather than seeing his way. He drew my attention to the elaborate
tape-deck he'd had ingtalled in Queensland and to the fact that the car was
not only "fully automated" but was the first Holden mode to be so. It had
a lot of power: power brakes, power steering, and with the flick of the
driver's finger any window in the car could be raised or lowered. Sd's
enthusiasm was infectious. Only much later, swinging down the steep
curves onto the Roseville bridge, did it occur to me what a death-trap was
constituted by this heedless flight into automation because what could you
do to save yoursdf at high speed on these curves if the engine cut out—
making it virtually impossible to steer?

Al
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To dl intents and purposes—and here we may wel ask whose—Sid
personified what the Australian historian Russel Ward in 1958 termed "The
Austraian legend" or national mystique of the typica Australian as a person
whose roots lie in the vast outback, an improvising, tough, taciturn, hard-
drinking and gambling man with an intense hatred for authority, deference,
and class distinctions, a man who will stick to his mates through thick and
thin.” By 'mates is meant mae companions and the typical Austraian
according to legend is thus very much a he.

| fdt a little unbalanced looking at Sid, larger than the legend itsdlf yet
obvioudy so happy in the splendor of dl this automated modernity he was
sdling me. It seemed not just incongruous but a betraya of Austraian sdf-
reliance, that intrinsic toughness of being as encrusted in the leathery and
potentially cancerous pores of sunburnt drovers and their skinny cattle dogs,
dl ribs and bdls as the saying was, in a sparse and thoroughly minimalist
image. Yet there was a strange, marginal detail to absorb, and that was the
cardboard clipped with clothes-lines pegs to the sun visors. Sd had put it
there because the makers of the car, Genera Motors, had not sufficiently
taken into account the fierce sun of these southern skies.

This was reassuring. It seemed to indicate that the seduction of man by
the machine, let done by the multinational corporation, was far from decided
and that there was dil! active some eemental bond between man and the
frontier, not so much with nature as in it and using it againg itsdf, in

to

likeness of some Ausse confidence trick.

"The true picture of the past flits by," wrote Walter Benjamin in his last
writings, the Theses on the Philosophy of History. " The past can be seized only
as an image which flashes up a an instant when it can be recognized and
never seen ag:;an? " ‘

And here was this image flashing up, provoked by Sid's artful improvisa:
tion, a memory of my teachers at school with labored intensity passing on
the tradition of the ingenuity with which the Austrdian soldiers at Galipoli
fooled "Jacko" Turk and how that ingenuity was the cultural if not genetic
heritage of Australian outback life itsdf. To cover their retreat from Galipoaii
(surely cause for national humiliation) the soldiers fixed empty cans to the
triggers of their .303 rifles so that they would receive, drop by drop, water
from above the rifle until, when the weight was sufficient, they would fire
on their own and conced the retreat from what was the largest amphibious
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operation in the whole history of warfare till that time, engaging during its
259 days of fightinp amost haf a million alied soldiers from India, Senegd,
J o o * o '

France, Nepal, England, New Zeadland, and Audtralia, of whom dightly more
than haf became casudlties, and about which a British Royd Commission
declared two years later "from the outset the,fisks of failure attending the
enterprise outweighed its chances of success” (Needless to say we kids at
school never heard of the soldiers from India, Senegd, France, Nepal, nor,
perish the thought, from England.)

But it was not the immensity of the death and struggle which flashed
forth in my mind so much as this absurd detail of the water gun and the
triumphal sagacity of the gestus with which my teachers made the drama of
tradition. Looking back | can now see that the art of oppositional practice
evoked in this and smilar stories was not merely ascribed to the mythical
Audtrdian character, forged in the outback. It was aso, as this memorizing
indicates, a practice that could be neatly co-opted by the Nation-State,
through the medium of the Army in WW1, for instance, and then in the
system of public schooling where the tradition was passed on by the authority
of the State itsdf.

The talent for mechanica improvisation as mythologized by the legend

of the water gun is something one finds highly developed amongst people
throughout the Third World. It cannot be sad to be the specidty of a
particular society or ethnic group. Surdy Mr. Ward is correct in intimating
that the traits that constitute the Australian legend stem from a specia socid
dass relationship, that of the pastoral proletariat of the nineteenth century,
often nomadic drovers and shearers. It is this dass character that ensures a
merger between mechanical ingenuity and oppositional practice, yet that in
itsdf in no ways explains why that particular class was rendered in the way
it was so as to represent the nation as a whole, and, by and large, ill does,
generations after that smal class of men has virtually disappeared. Even the
aborigind stockmen now ride motorbikes instead of horses. But of course

it is difficult to see how they could have provided much of a mode for the
Audtralian legend because, apart from their blackness, they themsdves be-
came far more attracted to the image of the American cowboy than to the
faeful love afar with the hateful British.

And it is here that in good measure we find an answer as to why the way
of life of the shearer and the drover—or, rather, the way of.life asit came to
be represented—was taken up as the image of the whole society—or at least
of its masculine hdf. The meaning of dl this lies in the fact of difference,
namely difference with the colonid Other. As Mr. Ward remarks in the
foreward to the second edition of hisbook, The Australian Legend, the cluster
of traits making up the typicd Austrdian were seen as typicad "not because
most Australians ever possessed these traits but because the minority of
bush-dwellers that did differed most graphilcz:dly from the average Briton and
0 were seen as indentifigbly Australian.”  But where does Mr. Ward, or
anyone esg, find that privileged position outside of the stream of tradition,
whereby an essence can be attributed to a dass of people as the red duff
from which ephemera of a nationd mystique sprang forth? N

The sources of tradition flow to one's heart's content, wrote Benjamin.
They converge to form the stream of tradition, and it is the tradition which
forms our view of the source. But we must try not to be diverted by this
spectacle. We must neither seek the reflection of the clouds in the stream
nor run away from it so as to drink from the source and "pursue the matter
itself behind peoples backs. He wants us to ask "Whose mills does this
stream activate? Who is utilizing its power? Who dammed it?" And in
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identifying the forces operative, so the picture of the landscape changes
through which this stream, let done Bold Jack Donaghue, The Wild Colonid
Boy, runs:

It was for the ske of five hundred
pounds | was sent across the main

For ssven long years in South Wdes
to wear a convict's chan.

Chorus

Then come, nmv hearties, well roam the mountains high!

Together we will plunder, together we will die!
Well wander over mountains and well gdlop over plains—
For we scomn to live in davery, bound down in iron chains

Trapped by the police, the Wild Colonid Boy responds:

"Resign to you—you cowardly dogd A thing | neer will do,

For I'l fight this night with dl mv might," cried bold Jadk
Donahoo.

"I'd rather roam these hills and ddes, like waf or kengaroo,

Then work one hour for Government!" cried bold Jack Donehoo.™

And like the multitude of Australians who later at Gallipoli as wild colonia
boys fought al night with dl their might like wolf or kangaroo, Bold Jack
Donahoo met his death, the difference being that while he fought against
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the government the ANZACS fought for it—and the British crown as well.
In hismemoir, Goodbye to All That, the English writer Robert Graves cites
his countrymen's wide-eyed view of its white colonid troops in WWI. They
were barbarians, anarchic and bloodthirsty, preferring to bayonet than to
shoot, and the recent Audtralian reviva of the case of Breaker Morant in the
brilliant film of that name (directed by Bruce Beresford) illustrates one of
the political uses of that image, namely the deployment of Audrdians as
barbaric counter-guerrilla troops by the British high command in the Boer
War, fighting fire with fire, in a manner of speaking.
* ' r o]
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Encouraged by the high command to reproduce the British view of their
colonia sdlves, atavistic and wild, these colonidly constituted Austraians
could nevertheless be court martialled by the British and executed by firing
squad, as was the Breaker, for being too colonid, in this wild sense, when
their deeds, or rather misdeeds, became an excuse for Germany to threaten
joining in the war on the side of the Boers.

[Ep—
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From the film (which was photographed in South Australia) one would
hardly know that there were any Black people in South Africa, and this
surely accentuates the fact that the white Audtraian troops stood in a smilar
mythic relation to the British officers and crown as did the Blacks of South
Africa (just as the Blacks of Audtrdia, the Aborigines, subject to genocide in
the years prior to the Boer War, stood to the White Austrdians). It should
dso be appreciated that Breaker Morant—named '‘Breaker' on account of
his horse-breaking prowess—was not an Audtraian by birth or upbringing.
Instead his Audradianness lay in his being an outcast Englishman, one
banished from the blessed idle to the sunburnt country on account of some
unmentionable affront to English middle-class manners. Thus his character
combined both the attraction and repulsion with which Austrdians tend to
view Britain, and the heroic image bestowed on him by this recent and
sophisticated film is stirring testimony to this. His aristocratic, English style
isin fact the source of his attractiveness to an Australian audience; his bei—ng
outcast by England makes such appreciation licit.

But when | asked Sd about the Breaker he replied, "Yes, Harry Morant
you mean," and paused. "He was a bad one that fella" But he couldn't or
wouldn't say any more. He looked alittle uncomfortable and | was somewhat
taken aback a what amounted to a curt denia of the story made by the film
out of the Breaker's death as a heroic victim of colonia manipulation. What
more might Sd have known, | asked mysdf.

But here obtrudes another and more pointed question as to whether the
story the storyteller of war might want to tell is fredy avalable, anyway.
Might it not be a fragmented experience or one beyond communication that
is perforce dtered as soon as it is moulded by the narrative form ready at
hand—in this Australian case the narrative not just of sacrifice whose blood
nourishes the idea of the nation, but dso of the battler who, in the tragedy
of aways losing, gains heroic status because he has stuck to the rules of the
egditarian game and refused the enticements of rank and power? Such a
man might be hard to push around. That is true. But he is dso a man who
may not merely accept defest but fed ennobled by it. Under appropriate
conditions it may in fact be very essy to push such a man around. How the
storyteller might evade this fate of narrativization instead of fuding it is one
of great questions posed for the poalitics of cultural opposition in our time,
and this question might be answered by posing another. Now that the very
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